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George Konig 


Lionel Davidson was born in Yorkshire in 
1922, and had his first story published in the 
Spectator when he was fifteen. After spending 
the war in submarines, he became a journalist. 
His first novel, The Night of Wenceslas (pub- 
lished in Penguins), was immediately acclaimed 
by the critics and won two prominent literary 
awards — that of the Crime Writers’ Associa- 
tion as the best crime novel of 1960, and that 
of the Authors’ Club as the Most Promising 
First Novel. 

The Rose of Tibet is his second book, and 
like the first has been translated into several 
languages and acquired for filming. He is 
married and has two children. 
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PROLOGUE 


Tye decision to call this book The Rose of Tibet was made at 
a fairly late date and at the behest of our managing director, 
Mr Theodore Links. I write ‘our’ not in the editorial plural, 
but because I happen to work for the firm. I am an editor of it. 
1 have been an editor, with this and other publishing firms, for 
eight years. My name is Lionel Davidson. 

Tt seems necessary to establish all this with crystal clarity 
because what follows is, as one of the manuscript readers has , 
written, ‘... a bit on the weird side’. It is, however, mostly 
true: it is because it is only mostly true that a few introductory 
words ate called for. 

Charles Duguid Houston left. England for India on 25 
January 1950, and returned on 16 June 1951. Interested stu- 
dents can find a report of the latter event in the 17 June issues 
of the Sunday Graphic and the Empire News, the only two 
organs who noticed it. (They will have to go ۵ the British 
Museum Newspaper Library at Colindale, London Nw9, tO 
do so, however, since both of these papets, like many of the 
principals in this story, are now defunct.) : 

He returned on a stretcher, with a sensational story to tell if 
anybody had been able to get him to tell it. The fact that 
nobody did is due less, perhaps, to his own discretion than to 
the interesting state of the world that month. ; 

In the month of June 1951, the abbreviated newspapers of 
the time were trying to covet the Korean was, the sinking © 
the submarine Afray, the search for Burgess and Maclean, 
and the iniquities of Dr Mossadeq, whose government was 
busy nationalizing the oil refineries of Abadan. Tn England 

ing George VI was convalescing after an operation, 1 C ape 
ae Farouk honeymooning with Narriman, in siete 

inister of Food cautiously forecasting af increase 1>. 
here a large concern being 
d who would control it, 


expressed at th j 
e future of Yasmin an 4. The Festival of 


Aly or Rita. Several murders were committe 


j 


Meat ration to 2s. 4d., and ۴ 





‘I have said I liked it, and I still 
ongly we shd go out for a fictional kind of — 


who is over-riding O's 
Ly one over-riding wish! But if you feel so 
strongly do a little foreword ¢ you fe ۱ 


Britain shone bravely in the rain. The Marquis of Blandford 
j ngaged. 
seri a abarra mei of riches, the newspapers had 
little space to spare for Houston, and so far as can z ascer- 
tained no single follow-up was made as a result of the item 
published in the two Sundays. It was not an uninteresting 
item. (It showed 29-year-old Charles Houston, former art 
teacher and resident of Baton’s Court, London W, being 
carried on a stretcher from the Calcutta plane with injuries 
sustained during the recent fighting in Tibet.) And yet it was 
not a very unusual one either. Former residents of London 
w, and Glasgow s, and Manchester c, were being flown in 
pretty regularly at the time, and from the same general direc- 


tion, with injuries sustained in far more recent and newsworthy | 


circumstances. 
Not even the West London Gazette thought to send a repre- 
sentative to the London Clinic (where Houston was taken 


directly from the airport) to inquire after the health of this. ۱ 


former resident. 


He was thus left quite alone at a time when as a result of $ 
‘Shock he might have been prevailed upon to tell his story; a | 
quirk of fate that will, one hopes, benefit an increasing number 


of classically minded youths from about 1966 onwards. 


While his restless contemporaries were thus holding the — 
stage, Houston was able to pass the month fairly quietly. He ۱ 
had his right arm off. He sought release with morphia drugs — 
from painful memories. Only occasionally did he worry about | 


the disposition of his half million pounds. 


The fact of the half million pounds was later, however, to | 
y other people: it is one of the reasons why — 


` worry a great man 
this book must be only mostly true. 


‘Why so touchy?’ reads the memo in Mt Theodore Links’s 
handwriting, which lies before me. 
do. But it will satisfy R.B. 
underlined. Also I feel str 


title for the same reason. What is wrong with 


more attractive than the factual ones. Also 
wishes? I seem to remember onl 


if we can in some way “ treat” the passages 


(d)? It is immensely 


xpig the book and its backed... -| 
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: Taking the abbreviations in order, R.B. is Rosenthal Brown, 
out lawyers, who have needed on the whole a good deal of 
satisfying about this manuscript; (d) the present title — The 
Rose of 17067 and O ... O is Mr Oliphant. Without Mr 
Oliphant there would not be a book. It is Mr Oliphant indeed 
who constitutes the backgd. 


I do not know when Mr Oliphant first took to writing his 
Latin primer, but in the first of the two letters I have from 
him in my file he says, ‘It is the result of many years of careful 
work, and incorporates, as you will see, most of the useful 
suggestions you so kindly made some time ago.’ 

This letter reached me, with the primer, in May 1959. 

I said to my secretary, ‘Miss Marks, who is F. Neil Oliphant 
and when did I make him some suggestions about a Latin 
primer?’ 

Miss Marks looked up from her typewriter and began to 
pat her face with both hands (a habit of hers when labouring 
under some anxiety which she will not mind my mentioning). 

She said, ‘Oh. Yes. That wasn’t you. That was Mr —’ (a 
predecessor of mine). 

"Have we ever published any Latin primers?’ 

‘No. He thought we might like to - Mr Oliphant did. H 
has a new way of teaching Latin.’ 1 

‘Who is Mr Oliphant?’ 

‘He is a Latin teacher.’ 

Miss Marks’s face had turned a shade of pink at this unex- 
ceptionable statement. 

I said, ‘Where does he teach?’ ۹ 

“He used to at the Edith Road Girls’ Secondary in Fulham.’ 

‘At the which>? ; 

‘The Edith Road... . It’s an excellent school,’ Miss Marks 
Said. ‘It’s one of the best girls’ day schools in the country. The 
academic record is quite outstanding.’ 

I began to see possible reasons for Miss Marks’s staunch 
championship of this school, and also for her anxiety. 

‘I was there myself, actually,’ she said, confirming them. 

‘Oh, really?’ 

‘Yes... Look, Pm sorry about this,’ said Miss Marks with 
a tush, becoming, with every moment, pinker. ‘I’ve sort 
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of kept up with him. He’s a pata eae ae 
to mention once that he was writing و‎ 7 
didn’t know anything about publishing Gr anything: ai 
mean, I told him, naturally, that I wasn't in a position to 
ree all right, Miss Marks. Do we have a copy of the 
ence?’ 3 
Ste bine would have it. He took it over when Mr — 
‘Oh. Why did he do that?’ 
‘Oh. W e do that: 
oe it was all his fault, really,’ Miss Marks said. 
e explained why. 
= ceed that Ms Oliphant’s primer had come in first in 
1955. Mr — had promptly rejected it, and that would have 
been the end if T.L. had not happened to come into the room 
while it was still lying in his out-tray. T.L. had been having 
at the time one of his not uncommon raves; on this occasion 
for the mental-disciplinary benefits of a classical language. | 
He thought that Mr Oliphant’s book had something. The 4 
book had gone out to a specialist reader, who thought other- 
wise. None the less, T.L. had suggested a number of amend- A 
ments to Mr Oliphant. The amended book had reappeared in " y 
1957. By this time, T.L. had lost his earlier enthusiasm, but he — 
felt a certain uneasy responsibility for Mr Oliphant’s two years 
of additional work. Had the book been then even remotely 
publishable, he would have published it. But it was not. It had 
gone back with further suggestions. 3 
These were the suggestions now incorporated in Mr _ 
Oliphant’s latest work. 


I said, ‘Well, that’s easily settled. Let’s just bung it through 
to TL.’ 





>, I don’t think that would be a very good idea,’ Miss Marks 
=) said. ‘He was in a bit of a temper with it last tite.’ 
/ ‘But I don’t know anything about it.’ ۱ 
J No,’ Miss Marks said, patting unhappily. | 
It was at this point that I spotted a fortunate flaw. Three 
consecutive chapters of Mr Oliphant’s book wete headed 
What the Science University Entrant N eeds to Know, (x), (11), and 
(11). Even with my own limited knowledge of the 
was aware that Science University Entrants did not 


$. 


subject I 
now need 


وا ت yn Cor‏ ا 





to know any Latin; there had lately been a considerable dis- 
cussion about it in the Press with some fierce broadsides from 
Mr Oliphant’s Latin-teaching colleagues. 

I said, “Your Mr Oliphant doesn’t keep up with the news 
much, does he?’ and told her why. 

‘Oh, dear,’ Miss Marks said sadly. “That poor old man.’ - 

‘How old is he?’ 
= “He must be getting on for 80 now.’ 

‘Erm.’ 

On form, it seemed to take Mr Oliphant two years to 
tewrite. In the natural order of things it was unlikely that he 
would be doing so many times more. ... Any solution that 
would not involve dashing, once and for all, an old man’s 
hopes, would be a charitable one. 

I said, “Look, Miss Marks, write him a letter,’ and told her 
what to put in it. ‘Make it a nice one. PH sign it.’ 

I didn’t, however, have to. That very afternoon, Mr 
Oliphant telephoned. Perhaps somebody had put him right 
about Science University Entrants. He asked for his book 
back. Miss Marks and I exchanged a look of. relief as she 
replaced the telephone. I had been listening on the other 
one. ۱ 


Our relief was short-lived. For with only three chapters to 
attend to instead of a whole book, and perhaps with some 
intimations of mortality rustling in his ears, Mr Oliphant 
went into top gear. Just four months later, in October 19595 
the familiar primer came homing in once mote. 

It came at a time when I was inclined to view the problems 
of authorship with a certain kindly sympathy. My first book 
The Night of Wenceslas (Gollancz, 13s. 6d.) was awaiting 
publication. I had been shown the various niggles of the manu- 
‘script readers. I hated the manuscript readers. Manuscript - 
teaders, non-creative people generally, it seemed to me, should 
try and create something - anything - some tiny thing; then 
we could hear further from them. It was iniquitous, it seemed 
to me, that such people should sit in judgement on the works 
of creative people. To spin something out of nothing, to put 
something together, to make something quite new in the world 
~ this was an admirable, a laborious task. The people who 


9 





did it, it seemed to me, should be given votes 7 of thanks, 
2 ۰ 
slapped on the back, not subjected to a barrage of vile criticism 


their pains. 
oe : Se ae of mind, Mr Oliphant became my brother. I 


. regarded his work with the warmest admiration. He had had 


it all typed out again, which was certainly a point in its favour. 
His hand-written corrections were neat and unobtrusive. 
He had fussed about with colons and semi-colons in a way 
which made my heart go out to him. And moreover, 0 long 
as the reader brought a little effort to the job - a millionth ‘part 
perhaps of that lavished by Mr Oliphant on his — he could very 
easily pick up a little Latin from it. Why, after all, should we 
not publish such a book? We published 124 books a year. 
Why not Mr Oliphant’s? 

I did not, however, as the heart dictated, send the manuscript 
directly to the printer’s. I sent it out to the reader again. 

The reader was not waiting to have a book published. 


He regarded Mr Oliphant’s work with something less than. 


my own admiration. 

He said it was written in a style of pedantic facetiousness 
that had gone out at the turn of the century. He said the 
exposition was pitched far above the comprehension of a 
modern schoolboy, and the wit far below. So far as he was able 
to judge it was aimed at an audience of unsophisticated crypt- 
olopists aged about seventy. 

I took this report in to Mr Links. I couldn’t see what else 
was to be done with it. 

He gnawed his lip as he read it. He turned to the manuscript. 
“There was something here,’ he muttered, leafing through. ‘I 
remember I got quite a flash from it.... I told him adu/t 
education - the discipline of a classical language for adults. . . . 

“Well, that’s what he seems to have done,’ I said. ‘You'll 
see here in —’s report, he says the book is aimed at — at quite 
mature people.’ 

_ “It wont do,’ he said. “No, no. ... Oh, my God! ... You 
know, this is my fault, not his. I thought he could do it... . My 


‘Well, what’s to be done about it 
‘I don’t know.’ 


‘We can’t’ publish it as it is. 


I said, in the silence.‏ و 
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- mistake.’ 


‘We can’t publish it whatever he does.’ 

‘Who does publish primers?’ 

‘Macmillan, Longmans.... The snag is, it isn’t a primer 
now.’ 

‘Would an agent take him on?’ 

‘With this? ... Look, see if he’s still got his first version. 
There was something there. I saw it. He/p him with it. I don’t 
think it’s anything for us — I’m sure it isn’t now. But after 
all ... Give him the right outline. See if someone in the 
office can rough it in for him. I'll look at it myself if you like. 
And then we'll see. We’ll get it in a publishable state for him, 
anyway.” ۱ ۱ 

This assignment — to tell my brother Oliphant that his four 
years of work had been wasted and that all we could do now 
was to show him how to write a book that we didn’t intend 
to publish — seemed to me a highly unpleasant one. I said as 
much. 0 
‘I don’t see how I can possibly put all this in a letter,’ I 
ended. 

‘No. No. I don’t think you should. I wasn’t suggesting it. 
As I remember, he’s quite an old man. Go and see him. It 
will be a nice gesture.’ 

I said, with extreme reluctance, ‘Of course, if you think I 
should...’ 

“Certainly. It will be much easier face to face. You know,’ 
he said, returning the manuscript, ‘there’s not a bad lesson in 
publishing here. It’s fatally easy to encourage the wrong 
people. You’ve got to be on guard all the time. Kindness,’ he 
said, seeing my hesitations, ‘is no help — to the author or to 
the publisher. It can be a very cruel thing.’ ' 

“You don’t think,’ I said, fumbling, ‘we should let him 
have another go, off his own bat. I hear he’s getting on for 
eighty now.... i 

T.L. blew down his pipe for a bit and shook his head. He 
said slowly, ‘We can’t do that. We can’t do it. ۰. . You know, 
I wasnt wrong to begin with. There was something there, a 
tiny kernel. Someone could publish it. Let him have that 
pleasure before he dies.’ 

‘All right,’ I said. 


II 








Mr Oliphant lived in Fitzmaurice Mansions, Fitzmaurice — 
Crescent, Baron’s Court. I rang him up that afternoon and 
drove out the following one. 

Fitzmaurice Mansions turned out to be a vast ornamented 
Edwardian pile in reddish-orange stone. I went up very 
slowly to the second floor in a little dark lift with a highly 
complicated arrangement of folding doors. There was no | 
window on the landing, and the light wouldn't work. I$) 
fumbled around looking for number 62a. ۱ 


Two half-pint bottles of milk stood outside the door, and | 


the morning paper was still jammed in the letter-box. I rang 
the bell, and a minute or two later had to do so again. 
There was presently a shuffling noise inside. I braced myself | 
as the door opened. A tall, thin, bent man in a dressing-gown | 
looked out. a 
‘Is it Mr Davidson?’ 
“Thats right.’ ‘ 
‘Come in. I hope you haven’t been waiting long. I dozed | 
off.’ | 
I had my hand outstretched, but he didn’t seem to see it. y% 
He reached beyond me for the milk and the newspaper. There | 
was a peculiar smell inside, the smell of old people who livein 1 
close places. J 
He closed the door behind me. ‘I’ve not been too well — 
lately. I was having a little nap.’ ۱ 
‘Tm sorry to have disturbed you.’ ۱ 1 
‘Not a bit. Not the least little bit. Through here. I’ve been 4 
looking forward to it. I don’t know how I happened to go of © 
like that.’ 2 
In the light it was possible to see that Mr Oliphant was — 
exceptionally grimy. He looked ill and unkempt. His face was 
immensely long and thin like a greyhound’s; and at the 
moment much in need of a shave. He put the milk and the 
newspaper down, pulled his grey stuff dressing-sown more 
closely round him and slicked down his sparse hairs. 
I m sorry you have to find me like this. I meant to clear up 
a bit, he said, looking round at the terrible confusi f 
clothes and beddin 2 
g and old meals. We seemed to be in his- 


bedroom. ‘I thought I would just re i 
st fo 
after lunch. I had no sleep last ak HOES OE TWO 


a 
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‘Pm sorry to hear that,’ I said, somewhat nasally, for I was 
trying to breathe through my mouth in the appalling stench 
of the room. ° What’s the trouble?’ 

‘Bronchial. I get it every year about this time. Hard to 
breathe, you know, he said, tapping his throat. 

His breath did seem to be whistling a bit. There was a faint, 
soft suggestion of Ireland in his voice. I said, ‘If you would 
like to put this off to another day, Mr Oliphant — there’s quite 
a lot to talk about.’ 

‘No, no. I wouldn’t hear of it, my dear fellow. Pm only 
sorry for all this. Let me get you something. What can I get 
you? We haven’t shaken hands or anything ...’ he said, 
holding out with embarrassment his own skeletal and by no 
means clean one. 

I shook it. I refused refreshment. He pulled up a couple of 
chairs to an electric fire, and we began to talk. 

There was not, after all, very much to talk about. For 
despite his apparent senility, Mr Oliphant had kept his marbles 
in very fair trim: he summed up the situation in a trice and at 
once with an old-fashioned and perhaps racial courtesy began 
to ease it for me. 

“Your Mr Links is a man of enthusiasms,’ he said. ‘I like | 
. that in a man. He sent me a splendid letter when I first com- 
pleted the book. I’m sorry he’s not so keen on this version.’ 

“Yes. Well. That’s one of the things —’ 

‘Oh, not that I blame him. I couldn’t get very enthusiastic 
about it myself. I’m sorry about the science students. I put 
that material in to try and broaden it. . . . But the first version 
wasn’t bad, you know, and he spotted it. I didn’t think any- 
body would. It wasn’t the normal run of Latin reader. Just as 
a matter of interest, Mr Davidson, why was he so interested?’ 

I said, in a bit of a panic, because just at that moment Pd 
forgotten, “Why, because he appreciated the basic idea — the 
idea of a dead language becoming, what shall I say...’ 

Mr Oliphant told me gently what I should say. ‘A kind of 
mental discipline for adults . . .?? : 

‘Precisely, I said, and elaborated gratefully on this type of 
discipline. 

‘Yes,’ Mr Oliphant said. ‘I ask because naturally after a 
lifetime of dealing with Latin works of one sort or another I 
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do not recall ever seeing your imprint on one of them. It was 
entirely because of Doris Marks — how is that dear girl, by the 
way?’ 

; ‘Fine. Fine. She sends her warm regards. That leads us to 
a point, Mr Oliphant. It’s a fact that we don’t publish Latin 
works. It isn’t really our preserve at all. What Mr Links now 
feels - what we all feel,’ I said, with acute embarrassment, and 
went on to tell him. 

The old man sat and breathed heavily. ae 

‘We would like to give you every kind of assistance with it 
_ secretarial, technical, anything you might need. There have 
been a lot of changes in the educational field in the past few 
years — changes that you wouldn’t perhaps know about — but 
I haven’t the slightest doubt —’ 

‘Yes. Yes, It’s uncommonly good of you. I’m very grateful. 
I really am,’ he said, smiling at me. ‘Pl think about it very 
seriously. But I doubt if I can get any work done this winter. 
I’m going to have a rest this winter. Pll look at it again in the 
spring. All the same,’ he said, laughing, ‘I have a feeling I 
might be too old a dog to learn new tricks. If 1 had any of 
my own teeth, I would say I was getting too long —’ 

He stopped. His expression changed. He began to cough. 
It was the most extraordinary cough I had ever heard in 
my life, and for a moment I couldn’t believe it was coming 
from him. It sounded like a klaxon, and from the way he 
bounced up and down in the chair, as if he were setting it on 
and off. 

I got up in alarm and patted him on the back. He began 
waving his hands towards the bed presently, and I looked 
around and saw bottles on his bedside table, and brought 
them all to him with a spoon. He pointed one out with a 
shaking hand, and I uncorked it and pouted him out a spoon- 
ful — and one for the carpet in my excitement — and got it in 
his mouth. He managed to control himself for a moment, and 
presently began pointing silently under the bed. 

Boas: horror, I got down on my knees and poked 
about there. There was a plastic bowl covered with a cloth. I 
got it out and gave him it - I have to admit with the cloth still 
on — and he uncovered it and spat. ۱ 


‘Tm very sorry about this” he said feebly after a few 
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minutes. ‘I shouldn’t have laughed. No, leave it out. Leave it 
here. I might need it again.’ 

‘Is there anything I can do for you?’ 

‘Nothing. Someone is coming to see me later with some 
things I need. Please don’t worry. Sit down. It goes off quite 
soon.’ 

I sat down, very gingerly. 

‘I think on reflection, you know,’ he said presently, as if 
he’d been thinking about it all the time, ‘that I won’t take 
advantage of your very kind offer. Pl let sleeping dogs lie. At 
my time of life, after all...’ he said, beginning a dangerous 
smile. | ۱ 

‘Tm sure you'll decide differently when you’ve thought 
about it,’ I said, watching him nervously. ‘Perhaps you’ll let 
me come and talk to you about it again in a few weeks.’ 

‘Of course, my dear fellow. It’s very good of you. But I 
don’t think you’ll get me to change my mind. You see, you 
won’t want to publish the book yourselves — for reasons I 
quite understand — and that would rather take the gilt off it _ 
for me. Pm going to tell you a secret,’ he said, his smile þe- 
coming a little sheepish. ‘I started that book out of vanity.’ 

“Vanity, Mr Oliphant?’ 

‘Vanity. 1 met Doris - Miss Marks - at a school get-together 
and for some reason I told her I was writing it. I wasn’t, 
actually. It had occurred to me just at that moment. I suppose 
I wanted to impress her. Living alone, one’s tongue tends to 
run away in company. ... I meant to tell her, when it was 
published, how she had inspired it.... Well, it isn’t a very 
serious loss.’ 

“There’s no reason why it should be a loss at all.’ 

He wasn’t really attending to me. He was still looking at me 
and smiling, but his smile had become somehow - sly. His 
tongue moved round his lips. 

‘I expect you would very much sooner publish works in a 
living tongue,” he said. 

“Well, that’s our business, Mr Oliphant.’ 

‘I expect you would very much sooner publish a story like 
Houston’s,’ he said in the same tone. 

I didn’t know what he was talking about. He didn’t seem to 
be talking to me at all. 


I5 
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He got up and began rummaging in the bed. Two shiny 

red exercise books were buried in the eiderdown, and two 
nder the pillow. 3 
TE been E it,’ he said. ‘I had the idea some 
eats ago of writing it myself, but I was busy with my Latin 

reac T doubt if I ever will now. Would you like to read 
jee? 

‘What is it?’ oe 

‘It’s Houston’s account of what happened to him in Tibet. 

He was handing me the exercise books, so 1 took them, Mr 
Theodore Links’s words ringing ominously in my ears. ۰ Kénd- 
ness is no help to the author or to the publisher. It can be a very cruel 
thing? ۱ ۱ 
Taid, ‘You know, Pm not sute if this is our kind of thing 
at all, Mr Oliphant. We do very little travel.’ 


¬ ‘I wouldn’t call it a traveller’s tale,’ he said. ‘I don’t know 3 j 
what Pd call it. It’s certainly very odd.’ 


I was racking my brains as I leafed through, trying to think 
who the mysterious Houston was. Phrases came up at me — in 
what looked suspiciously like Mr Oliphant’s own neat hand- 
writing — from the ruled lines. 


“. . . doss house like an enormous catacomb, a great cliff of a place — 


with little stone rooms flickering in the light of butter lamps... .’ 
. simply took off all his clothes and jewels and gave them 
AWAY. . ... 
. ۰ kept out of the way all day and biked on to Kanchenjunga.. . 
۰ ۰ ۰7۵ Darjeeling left luggage office, where so far as I know... 
۰ ۰ ۰ 50 badly beaten-up I knew I was crippled, but I had to...’ 
I said, ‘Mr Oliphant - if you could just refresh me — who 
actually was Houston?’ 


‘He is a very dear friend of mine. We used to teach at the 
same school.’ 


‘He went to Tibet on - am I right? — a bicycle?’ 
‘Yes. Well. Mainly,’ Mr Oliphant said. 
I wonder why nothing has been published about it.’ 


Mr Oliphant offered several possible reasons for this 
omission. He watched the effect of them on me. still smiling 
rather slyly, ` ; 


1 thought you'd like it,’ he said. 
It certainly sounds a remarkable story.’ 
16 


= 
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‘More stimulating than those of ancient Rome, say.’ 

‘Well. Different.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, enjoying himself. “Yes, I thought you'd take 
that view.’ 

“Who wrote it?’ 

‘I did,’ said Mr Oliphant. ‘He dictated it to me. He hadn’t 
learned to use his left hand then, of course.’ 

"SEE. 

‘But there wouldn’t be any difficulty about publication. He 
gave me it. If you’re interested.’ 

I said cautiously, ‘We might be. Whereabouts is Mr 
Houston now?’ 

‘He is in Barbados.’ 

“You’re in touch with him, are you?: 

‘Oh, yes. This is his flat. He still pays the rent. I went out 
to see him a few years ago — three years ago. He was in Jamaica 
then. I had just had another go of this bronchitis, and he 
invited me out, at his expense.... Of course, he is a very 
wealthy man now.’ ۱ 

‘Is‘he?’” 

“Oh, yes. He left Tibet with about half a million pounds. I 
expect he could have had very much more if he’d been able to 
carry it. He knows where the rest is.’ 

‘I see,’ I said again. 

I didn’t, of course. But presently, as Mr Oliphant explained 
further, a few items did seem to fall into place. It is easier now 
to remember than to describe the dry gusto of his manner - 
perhaps if the reader will imagine a beardless version of 
Bernard Shaw sitting in a grey stuff dressing-gown over an 
electric fire in a darkening October afternoon he will come 
somewhere near it — as he recalled these items. But even in 
reflection his gusto is odd. Mr Oliphant had led, I suppose, up 
to that time a blameless enough life, chaste, continent, fairly 
legal; one, at all events, far removed from rapine and murder, 
abortion and sacred prostitution. Perhaps he had encountered 
worse in his classical readings; perhaps he was merely amused 
that I should find this story alive and those in his favourite 
literature dead. Or perhaps there was quite another reason. 1 
have thought about it often since. 

It must have been a little after four when I had arrived, and 
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it was getting on for six when I left. Mr Oliphant had another 
ttack of coughing in between. . 

i T said ane ‘You’re quite sure someone is coming to 

see you? I could very easily —’ . 

‘Not at all. I assure you... . he said weakly. 

‘Well. PI leave you, then.’ 

‘Yes. Yes. Just take the first two exercise books, won’t you? 
I want to read the others. And come again.’ 

‘Certainly. I’d like to.’ ۱ 

He didn’t really want to talk any more, but just before I left 
I felt constrained to ask one more question. 

I said, ‘Mr Oliphant, I suppose he didn’t, Houston, ever 
believe any of this business himself, did he — the supernatural 
business?’ 

He had closed his eyes but he opened them again, very 
pale blue and somehow - how does one describe it? - again 
sly. ۱ ۱ 

“Oh, no. No; he didn’t believe it. At least, I don’t think 
he did. He’s a very ordinary sort of chap, you know. 
Very ordinary. . . . Odd, though, how it came about, wasn’t 
it 27 ۱ 

‘Very,’ I said. 


I called-on Mr Oliphant several times more in succeeding 
weeks - as will be narrated in the proper place — and on some 
other people also. But it was not till the following May, after 
much had passed, that we commissioned from Professor Felix 
Bourgés-Vallerin of the Department of Oriental Studies of 
the Sorbonne his account of the significance of the years 
1949-51 in Tibetan affairs. 

Because this account must also be considered an indispen- 


sable part of the backgd, I give it, however, not in its chrono- 
logical place, but here. : 


x 


BY PROF. F. BOURGÈS-VALLERIN (Abridged.) , . . The year 
1949, corresponding with that of Earth-Bull in its Sixteenth 
cycle, was for Tibet one of long-predicted ill-omen. The events 
associated with it had indeed been foretold for more than 
two and a half centuries: latterly with such elaboration of 
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detail that four of the largest monasteries had seriously ad- 
vocated changing the calendar in an attempt to avert them. 

The Tibetan calendar, derived from the Indian and the 
Chinese, relies upon a combination of elements and animals to 
designate individual years. Thus, 1948 was Earth-Mouse, 1949 
Earth-Bull, 1950 Iron-Tiger, and 1951 Iron-Hare. There are 
five elements (earth, iron, water, wood, fire) and twelve 
‘animals (hare, dragon, serpent, horse, sheep, monkey, bird, 
dog, pig, mouse, bull, tiger). Each element appears in sequence 
twice, first to designate a ‘male’ year and then a ‘female’ one. 
The calendar makes a complete cycle every sixty years. 

Because certain combinations (wood-dragon, earth-bull, 
fire-tiger) have traditionally been considered inauspicious, they 
have attracted over the centuries a considerable body of pre- 
diction. Most of the forecast events have come off, notably 
the Nepalese invasion of 1791, the British Younghusband 
expedition of 1904 and the Chinese invasion of 1910. Those 
that have not come off are said to have been ‘averted’. ۱ 

No single year had ever produced so ominous a body of 
prediction, however, as that of Earth-Bull in its present cycle. 

The events would be heralded, it was said, by a comet 
clearly visible from the three principal cities of Lhasa, Shigatse 
and Gyantse. Four catastrophes would then follow in strict 
order: a mountain would move; the Tsangpo river would be 
hurled from its course; the country would be overrun by 
terror; and the line of the Dalai Lamas would end. 

‘While all these predictions were of some antiquity, that 
concerning the Dalai Lama was the most venerable. A succes- 
sion of oracles had foretold that the line would end with the 
Thirteenth. In fact, the Thirteenth had died in 1935, and his 
successor, a 4-year-old boy had been recognized in 1939. By 
1949, however, the year of Earth-Bull, he would still be under 
age and legally incapable of assuming full powers as spiritual 
and temporal head of the countty. 

Because of the alarming nature of these predictions, cor- 
roboration was sought from the oracles attached to the most 
important provincial monasteries. Their findings were entirely 
in line with those of the State Oracle; indeed they were able 
to provide considerable elaboration. 

Thus, the female oracle of Yamdring could state with 
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precision that for her monastery the tribulations would begin’ 


in the sixth month of Earth-Bull (August 1949); and that 
between then and the ‘terror’, the monastery would have a 
visitation, ‘from beyond the sunset’, of a past conqueror of 
the country who would carry away the abbess together with 
the monastery treasure. 

(‘The visitor was expected to be an incarnation of the Tartar 
prince Hu-Tzung, who in 1717 had invaded from the north- 
east, sacked the province of Hodzo and only withdrawn when 
the abbess of Yamdring had given herself to him. Because he 
had accepted the abbess’s favours, this prince was subsequent- 
ly struck dead by Chen-Rezi, the God-Protector of Tibet. 
For according to tradition, the abbess was divine - a ben- 
evolent she-devil who had been the original inhabitant of 
the Himalayan plateau, before a wandering monkey from 
India had lured her from her cave, coupled with her on an 
island in the Yamdring lake, and thus fathered the Tibetan 


people.) 1 


Other monasteries produced equally gloomy predictions, : 


one of them (the country’s second largest, at Sera) provid- 


ing, however, an important variant. This was that the — 


‘terror’ mentioned in the forecast would not take place ac- 


tually in Earth-Bull, but in the following year, Iron-Tiger, — 
and would begin in the first week of the eighth month © 


(October 1950). 


Faced with these lowering and increasingly refined pre- 
dictions, the Regent convened a cabinet of five ministers. It _ 
met in April 1948, and by midsummer had drawn up a number — 


of provisions. 


To placate the devils who lived in the mountains, a national " 


spiritual effort would be made: this would take the form of 
prayers and offerings throughout the country. In addition, so 
that the devils might be offered no provocation, nomads would 
be forbidden their traditional right to winter at the foot of the 
mountains. 

In the event of the devils refusing placation (that is, if a 
mountain did move or the Tsangpo were hurled froin its 
course) further measures would have to be taken to avert the 
remaining predictions. 

Since by ‘terror’ it was assumed a new Chinese invasion 
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was meant, it would be necessary to examine all circumstances 
that might give the Chinese a reason to invade. All contacts 
with the Western world should be reduced, and all foreigners 
who could be regarded as ‘ Western imperialists’ dismissed. 

Since at the time only five Europeans were living on a 
permanent basis in Tibet, all of them in day-to-day contact 
with the government, the cabinet could see no reason for 
immediate action in this respect. 

The five Europeans were: Hugh Richardson, Reginald Fox, 
Robert Ford, Heinrich Harrer and Peter Aufschneiter. 

Richardson was the head of the-newly created Indian 
Government Mission; although an Englishman he was acting 
for another Asian power, and one moreover that had just 
thrown off the imperialist yoke: he thus enjoyed the highest 
diplomatic status. ۱ 

Fox and Ford were radio operators on contract; it would 
be enough merely to let their contracts expire. Harrer and 
Aufschneiter were ex-prisoners of war who had escaped from 

British war-time camp in India; they had no official standing 
and could be turned out at a moment’s notice. 

For the moment, therefore, all was under control. However, 
if despite everything, the Chinese did invade, one last and 
rather more awesome step would be necessary. Seven hun- 
dred years of tradition would have to. be flouted and the 
Dalai Lama installed while still under age, to ensure the suc- 
cession. ۱ 

This was not a step that any of the ministers cared to plan 
in detail; but since they had done everything that could 
be expected of them, the weeks-long meeting adjourned. 
The Regent set himself to watch the course that events would 
take. 

It is a matter of historical record that they took exactly the 
one predicted. 

In October 1948, the comet appeared, causing widespread 
alarm and disorders in Lhasa, Shigatse and Gyantse. In July 
and August 1949 the ‘mountain moved’, an enormous seismic 
disturbance that affected the entire Himalayan region and _ 
diverted the Tsangpo eight miles from its course. (It ‘moved’ 
again even more formidably the following August.) And 
in October 1950 (in the ‘first week of the eighth month of 
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precision that for her monastery the tribulations would begin’ 
in the sixth month of Harth-Bull (August 1949); and that 
between then and the ‘terror’, the monastery would have a 
visitation, ‘from beyond the sunset’, of a past conqueror of 
the country who would carry away the abbess together with 
the monastery treasure. 

(The visitor was expected to be an incarnation of the Tartar 
prince Hu-Tzung, who in 1717 had invaded from the north- 
east, sacked the province of Hodzo and only withdrawn when 
the abbess of Yamdring had given herself to him. Because he 
had accepted the abbess’s favours, this prince was subsequent- 
ly struck dead by Chen-Rezi, the God-Protector of Tibet. 
For according to tradition, the abbess was divine - a ben- 
evolent she-devil who had been the original inhabitant of 
the Himalayan plateau, before a wandering monkey from 
India had lured her from her cave, coupled with her on an 
island in the Yamdring lake, and thus fathered the Tibetan 
` people.) ۰ 1 

Other monasteries produced equally gloomy predictions, 
one of them (the country’s second largest, at Sera) .provid- 
ing, however, an important variant. This was that the 
‘terror’ mentioned in the forecast would not take place ac- 
tually in Earth-Bull, but in the following year, Iron-Tiger, 
and would begin in the first week of the eighth month 
(October 1950). 

Faced with these lowering and increasingly refined pre- 
dictions, the Regent convened a cabinet of five ministers. It 
met in April 1948, and by midsummer had drawn up a number 
of provisions. 

To placate the devils who lived in the mountains, a national 
Spiritual effort would be made: this would take the form of 
prayers and offerings throughout the country. In addition, so 
that the devils might be offered no provocation, nomads would 
be forbidden their traditional right to winter at the foot of the 
mountains. 

In the event of the devils refusing placation (that is, if a 
mountain did move or the Tsangpo were hurled from its 
course) further measures would have to be taken to avert the 
remaining predictions. 

Since by ‘terror’ it was assumed a new Chinese invasion 
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was meant, it would be necessary to examine all circumstances 
that might give the Chinese a reason to invade. All contacts 
with the Western world should be reduced, and all foreigners 
who could be regarded as ‘ Western imperialists’ dismissed. 

Since at the time only five Europeans were living on a 
permanent basis in Tibet, all of them in day-to-day contact 
with the government, the cabinet could see no reason for 
immediate action in this respect. 

The five Europeans were: Hugh Richardson, Reginald Fox, 
Robert Ford, Heinrich Harrer and Peter Aufschneiter. 

Richardson was the head of the-newly created Indian 
Government Mission; although an Englishman he was acting 
for another Asian power, and one moreover that had just 
thrown off the imperialist yoke: he thus enjoyed the highest 
diplomatic status. 

Fox and Ford were radio operators on contract; it would 
be enough merely to let their contracts expire. Harrer and 
Aufschneiter were ex-prisonets of war who had escaped from 
„a British war-time camp in India; they had no official standing 
and could be turned out at a moment’s notice. 

For the moment, therefore, all was under control. However, 
if despite everything, the Chinese did invade, one last and 
rather more awesome step would be necessary. Seven hun- 
dred years of tradition would have to. be flouted and the 
Dalai Lama installed while still under age, to ensure the suc- 
cession. 

This was not a step that any of the ministers cared to plan 
in detail; but since they had done everything that could 
be expected of them, the weeks-long meeting adjourned. 
The Regent set himself to watch the course that events would 
take. 

It is a matter of historical record that they took exactly the 
one predicted. 

In October 1948, the comet appeared, causing widespread 
alarm and disorders in Lhasa, Shigatse and Gyantse. In July 
and August 1949 the ‘mountain moved’, an enormous seismic 
disturbance that affected the entire Himalayan region and 
diverted the Tsangpo eight miles from its course. (It ‘moved’ 
again even more formidably the following August.) And 
in October 1950 (in the ‘first week of the eighth month of 
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Iron-Tiger’ as the oracle of Sera had predicted) the Chinese 
duly invaded. 

Faced with this final disaster, the Regent took his ‘last step’. 
On 12 November the under-age Dalai Lama was formally 
installed as Head of State - and three weeks later, on 9 
December, fled. ۱ 

Such the predictions and such the record for the year of 
Earth-Bull. چ‎ 

Whether the many regional predictions were similarly ful- 
Glled must remain a matter for speculation. Among refugees 
on Indian-controlled border territory, however, there appeared 
to be a substantial belief, early in 1951, that some at least of 
the predicted events had taken place; in particular those fore- 
cast for the Yamdring monastery. ۱ 

A report in the Calcutta Amrita Bazar Patrika of 3 February 
that year quotes one refugee: ‘Certainly the troubles at Yam- 
dring began in the sixth month of Earth-Bull. . ۰ . As every- 
one knows the abbess was abducted and with her treasure 
to the value of four crores of rupees’ (three million pounds 
sterling). 

The story was taken up by other newspapers and caused 
a good deal of speculation (and some political upsets) over the 
meaning of the phrase in the prediction “a visitation from be- 
yond the sunset’. Some editorialists felt it could only mean 
` ‘from the west’, and that since the Chinese had indisput- 
' ably attacked from the north and the east, the oracle must 


have foreseen depredations from Ladakh on Tibet’s western 7 


border. 

This was bitterly denied (9 February) by a partisan member 
of the Lok Sabha, the Indian Lower House, who rejected the 
‘foul insinuations of certain people in Calcutta who can only 
ascribe to Ladakhis the base motives that would actuate them 
in similar circumstances. It is beyond question that any 
Ladakhi or Kashmiri could have lent himself to the lootin 
of monasteries... . 

Despite this and other denials, the Indian Press kept the 
story alive for several weeks, titillated, even in the midst of 
such tragic horrors, by the strange tale of an abducted abbess 
and of four crores of rupees. 

As the weather in the border territory grew warmer, how- 
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ever, and the refugees began to drift back to their own devil- 
haunted mountains, the reports tailed off. By June of 1951 they 
had quite finished. 
i F. B.-V. PARIS 
1960 


_ That was the month Charles Houston arrived back in London 
on his stretcher. He had been away seventeen months. It felt, 
he said, like as many years. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


I 


In the summer of 1949, when he was 27, Houston found 
himself having an affair with a married woman. She was 30, 

_ and he was not in love with her, and he had gone into it only 
because he was bored and lonely. He didn’t think that the 
affair would outlast the summer, but it did, and by the autumn, 
when he started school again, he was wondering how to end 
it. He was a bit disgusted with himself. 

Houston was living at this time at Baron’s Court in the flat 
which he shared with his half-brother Hugh, who was two 
years younger and a good deal noisier and rather inclined to 
take his shirts and his handkerchieves when he was home. 
Hugh was not at home. He was in India. He had gone in 
June, with a film unit, had gone very hurriedly, for permission 
had come through at the last moment; and one effect had been 
that Houston’s holiday plans had had to be altered. He had 
been going to spend a month with his half-brother walking in 
France. ۱ ۱ 

As it was he had decided to stay at home and have a look 
round the galleries and do a bit of painting; and he would 
have done this if it had not happened to be the hottest summer 
in London for ten years. Instead, his days began to follow a 
familiar indolent pattern. 

He got up every morning and let the char in, and ate his 
breakfast and read the paper. After this he fiddled with a 
sketch and then he went out and had a drink. 

` From time to time he went to parties. He even held one 
¦ himself in the flat. But the people bored him; they were Hugh’s 
friends rather than his own. He felt himself very much older 
than his brother. ۰ 

At two of the parties in a single week however, he encount- 
ered Glynis, and on both occasions found himself wondering 
about her and about her small and quarrelsome and very drunk 
husband. _ 

She was tall and somewhat self-conscious about her height; 
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cable in soft, uninflected tones before Houston was properly | 


people had been sighted below the west face of a mountain; — 
they were on a rough trail that connected with a trade route. z 
1+ was not yet known if this route was blocked. i 9 = 
‘Its signed Lister-Lawrence,’ Stahl said. ‘He S the British : 
representative in Calcutta, and our only source of information : 
at the moment. Of course, we are sending a man to the — 
frontier as soon as possible, but it will be a day or two before — 
we hear anything. The earthquake destroyed all the telegraph 1 
lines.’ 2 
‘The earthquake did,’ Houston said, dazed, and felt the ۱ 
telephone begin to tremble against his ear. ۱ ۰ 
‘Apparently it was quite a severe one. We surmise it blocked | 
their route back and they’re going round the mountain. " 
However, were very optimistic. With the local people hired 
out there, our patty should come to sixty-six. . . .’ 3 
¬ The conversation went on for perhaps a minute or two 
more, and Houston made the necessary responses, but could 
not afterwards recall what else had been said. He put the 
phone down presently and stared at it in stupefaction. z 
This was the first that he heard of the earthquake. 







Hugh had been 8 and he ro when they had first realized 
there was something a bit different about them. That was when 
he had gone away to boarding school and Hugh had been too 
young to follow. He had been sick all the term, and Hugh 
had been sick too, and he had been taken away from that school 
and the experiment never repeated. He had thought himself 
over it during the war when they had been parted once for 
fifteen months without ill effects. But neither had been in 


any real danger during the war. He had a sensation of danget 
now. 


By the end of September he had heard a good deal mote 
about his brother. He had heard that he was safe, that the 
film party was resting in a village, but that their return might 
be held up by three casualties, none of them, however, very 
serious. ۱ | 

He had heard all this in three conversations with Stahl’s 
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aware of the sense of it. It seemed that a party of sixty-six 





secretaty, a young woman called Lesley Sellers, with whom 
he was now on the best of telephone terms. 

She rang him again on a Monday at the beginning of 
October, at school, and asked how he was sustaining himself. 
Houston said very well and inquired what news she had. 

‘The best; wonder boy,’ said the young woman. ‘Theyre 
on the way back. The boss heard from Lister-Lawrence last 
night, and he’s expecting a call from Radkewicz some time 
tomorrow.’ 7 

Houston let out his breath; for Radkewicz was the director 
of the unit and this was news indeed. 

He said, ‘ Where will he be calling from.’ 

‘From Calcutta. A plane has been laid on for them there, so 
they should be home very soon. I thought you’d like to know.’ 

‘Well, thanks. Thanks very much.’ 

‘Is that all the bearer of glad tidings gets — thanks?’ 

‘What else had you in mind?’ 

‘Oh, Pd leave that to you. You could tell me when-we met. 
We haven’t yet, have we?’ 

Her voice was uncomfortably audible in the listening 
common room. Houston-said quietly, ‘Perhaps the first thing 
would be to organize that. When do you suggest?’ 

She had told him her suggestion, and a couple of nights 
later, for the first time, he had met her. 


She was waiting on the corner of Wardour Street, a little, 
pretty, lively thing, shivering in her fur collar in the gusty 
evening. She put her arm through his without self-conscious- 
ness and they walked into Soho. 

‘So you’re the artist?’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

‘You’re not much like Hugh, are you?’ 

‘We're only half-brothers.’ ۱ 

‘I wonder who got the best of the bargain.’ 

Houston liked her. She had a sideways look that was pro- 
vocative without being challenging; a small elfin mobile face. 
They turned into Gennaro’s, and examining her more clearly in 
the light he wondered why he had never met her. He had met 
most of the people Hugh worked with. He asked her about it. 

‘Oh, well,’ she said. ‘I’m not a girl who likes to compete.’ 
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‘Who would you be competing with?’ 

‘Sheila, wouldn’t you say?’ 

‘Sheila?’ ۱ ۱ 

Wolferston.’ She glanced at him. ‘ You know about‏ و 
her.’‏ 
He could dimly remember a Sheila at a party, but he didn’t‏ 
know what there was, particularly, to know about her.‏ 

He said, ‘You mean they’re very friendly?’ 

“That’s what I mean.’ 

‘Does she work at the office?’ 

‘Yes, Well. Not just now. She’s out there with the unit = 
the broken leg. Didn’t you really know?’ she asked, looking 
at him curiously. 

‘No, Houston said lightly; but he was oddly disturbed. 
He wondered why Hugh hadn't mentioned the girl. 

But hérenjoyed the evening; and he thought he liked het 
better than most of Hugh’s friends. He took her home, to 
Maida Vale, and loitered for a while in the hall of the block of 
flats. 

‘Perhaps we'll see a bit more of each other now,’ she said. 

‘Yes. Pd like that.’ 

‘The only thing is, my life is a tiny bit complicated at the 
moment.’ 

‘Mine, too.’ 

They looked at each other, smiling. 

Houston leaned over and kissed her. He expected a cool and 
light-hearted response; and got rather more. 

‘Perhaps wed better start uncomplicating,’ she said after a 
moment. ۱ 

‘Perhaps we'd better.’ 

She had told him that a reception was being held for the 
unit if it returned, as expected, on the Saturday, and they 
agreed to meet there. ۱ 

_ ‘Back to your complication, then, wonder boy,’ she said 
lightly. ‘I expect Pll ring you on Thursday.’ 

But she rang before that. 


She rang on the Wednesday, and she asked if he could call 
that afternoon to see Stahl. 


He said, ‘I don’t know. I suppose so,’ confused for the 
moment. ‘Do you know what it’s about?’ 
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‘1 think he’d better tell you himself. Would three o’clock 


be all right?’ 
‘Yes. Yes. All right.’ 


He saw by her face that the news was not good, but asked 
no questions. She showed him in immediately to see Stahl. 

He had not met him before, and was surprised by what he 
saw. Despite the authority of his voice, the director was a 
small man, almost a midget; a little spare bag of bones. He 
had a beaky nose with a red ‘ridge across it, and a curious 
condition of the eyes that kept them moving ceaselessly behind 
their gold-rimmed spectacles. He came round the large desk to 
shake Houston’s hand. 

‘Sit down. Cigarette. I have some disappointing news for 
you, I’m afraid,’ he said directly. 

Houston took the cigarette without speaking, and:tried to 
keep it still as Stahl lit it for him with a big desk lighter. 

“There’s been a slight hold-up. Your brother won’t be 
coming back this week.’ 


Houston stared at him, licking his lips. He said, ۰۳۱6 و‎ not ۱ 


ill, or injured ده‎ ۰ 

‘Oh, no. On the contrary. He’s staying to look after the 
ones who ate. Mr Radkewicz, our director, was in a hurry 
to move on. The passes out there start getting snowed up 
early, and he had bulky equipment to shift. He felt it would 
take another two or three weeks for the casualties to mend 


` satisfactorily, so they’re remaining till they do. Your brother 


opted to remain with them.’ ! 
‘I see, Houston said. He found himself considerably. discon- 
certed by the restless eyes. ‘I wonder why he should do that?’ 
Stahl smiled fractionally. ‘I guess because he’s a good- 
natured boy,’ he said. ‘There isn’t any danger, if that’s worry- 
ing you. They’ll have adequate transport and guides and so 
forth and the passes ate negotiable for ordinary purposes for 


| most of the year. He thought they would appreciate a friendly 


face and someone who could speak English - although a few 
people in the monastery do speak a little, apparently.’ 
‘Monastery,’ Houston said. ‘ What monastery?’ 
‘The one they’re staying in. In Tibet. You know this, of 
course,” he said, watching Houston’s face. 
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Since it was obvious Houston didn’t, he took the cigarette | 
from his mouth, coughing anxiously. ‘Oh, pardon me. I 
thought I told you. Didn't I mention the route was blocked — 
so they had to go round the mountain?’ _ a i 

‘Well, yes, Houston said. “Yes, you did mention that’ i 

‘Why,’ Stabl said, smiling again slightly, “you go round a 
mountain anywhere in those patts, you're liable to find yourself 
in Tibet. That’s what they did.’ ۱ 3 

Silence fell in the room. Houston observed his lengthening 
cigarette ash slowly curl and drop on the carpet. ۲ 

‘Now really, Mr Houston,’ Stahl said, getting him an 
ashtray, ‘I wouldn’t worry about this. Sure, Tibet sounds 
very strange, very remote. But where is*remote these days? — 
Last night 1 talked with Radkewicz in Calcutta. And in forty- 
eight hours Radkewicz will be right here with me in this room. — 
Believe me, nowhere today is remote.’ ze 

‘Quite,’ Houston said. He wasn’t sure he’d got it yet. “Do i 
you happen to know whereabouts this monastery is?’ 

‘Certainly. I have it right here,’ Stahl said, rummaging on 4 
his desk. ‘I understand it’s a fine place. They’re very com- 
fortable there. They have good food, doctors, everything. ۳۹ 
actually,’ he said, adjusting his glasses to examine the un- 
familiar words on the paper, ‘a monastery for women.’ E 

But the name when he read it out meant nothing at all to 

Houston. ۱ 
‘What they call it,’ Stahl said, “is Yamdring.’ A 


3 


The reception for the returned members of the unit took 
place at the Savoy Hotel on Saturday, 8 October 1949. It 
was 2 lively party, with relatives and Press, and even though 
his brother wouldn’t be at it, Houston went. He spoke to 
Radkewicz and to a cameraman called Kelly, a friend of his 
brother's, and to some others, and what they told him should 
have satisfied him. As Stahl had said, the monastery for women 
was an excellent place. They had been well looked after, the 
food was good, there were doctors, everything. Tibet was not: 
a all as expected in the valleys, in the summer, it had been 
ush, with crops in the fields, and people tending the crops; 
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pleasant, friendly people. For the members of the unit it had 


been just another place; a rather more welcoming place, in the 
circumstances, than the one they had left, but one that was 
physically not unlike it. 

Kelly had greatly taken to the inhabitants. 

‘Very fine wogs, he said. ‘I wish we could have stayed 
longer, but there was stuff to be humped. Several of our own 
wogs refused to come. They stayed on for a festival there.’ 

Kelly was not sure what kind of a festival; but it was to have 
taken place in the middle of September. 

‘They were getting worked up for it when we left - prayer 
wheels going like the clappers and everything getting a scrub- 
out. Ah, a wonderful place entirely,’ Kelly said. 

And indeed it sounded wonderful as he described it. The 
village of Yamdring lay at the bottom of a valley. The 
monastery was built into the hillside, terraced on seven rising 
levels. They had seen it first from a hill half a. mile above, * 
and the sun had glinted on its seven golden roofs. An oval 
lake, emerald green, lay below it with an island in the middle. 
On the island was a small shrine with a green roof; a bridge 
of skin boats connected the island with the mainland. They 
had looked down on it in the late afternoon, and a procession 
had been passing over the bridge. 

‘Always having processions,’ Kelly said. ‘Lovely people. 


Childish really.’ 


It had been after nine when they left, too late to go any- 
where, too eatly to make their separate ways. Houston took 
the girl home. - 

‘Come in and have a drink.’ 

‘All right, Houston said, and went up with her. 

It was a bright, modern little flat, unlike his own somewhat 
rambling apartment; and more cluttered. 

‘Don’t mind the mixture of styles,’ she told him, removing 
his coat. ‘There are three of us here, each with our bits of 
junk.’ 

‘Friends or relations?’ 

‘Oh, friends. Bachelor girls, as they say. Gin and some- 
thing?’ 

‘And tonic.’ 
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‘Sit down and brood. You’ve been brooding on your feet all 
evening.’ 

Houston sat down and brooded. 

‘Your drink’s on the arm of the sofa,’ the girl said pres- 
ently. 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘All right now?’ 

‘Fine. He felt very far from fine. He had begun to tremble 
inexplicably in every limb. But ‘he realized from the girl’s 
question and earlier quiet hints that he might be demonstrating 
rather more concern than the situation called for, so he smiled | 
wryly and said, ‘You've got to look after young brothers.’ ۱ 

“You two ate fairly close, aren’t you?’ 

‘Fairly.’ 

‘Well, everything seems all right. He should be home quite 
soon, shouldn’t he?’ ۱ 

@ ‘Oh, sure. Sure.’ ۱ 

‘Are you cold in here? You're shivering a bit.’ 

‘I must have taken a chill? Houston said. He didn’t know 
what had come over him, but he knew it was not a chill. He 
had an urge to get out and walk about in the street; he felt 3 
restless and suffocated in the flat. 

‘Any warmer now?’ she asked some time later. ۱ 
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‘Yes,’ Houston said, and he was, for the young woman was 
lying in his arms. ‘When are your co-bachelors coming 
back?’ | 

‘Oh; later.’ 

Something in her voice made him deduce that they would 1 
not be coming back at all that night. He had a suspicion also | 
that he was meant to deduce this. He didn’t think he wanted | 
to do anything about it at the moment. He left quite early. 4 

The girl went with him to the door, somewhat nonplussed. ۱ 

‘I think you’d better take care of that cold.’ | 

I will’ ۱ ۱ ۱ 

‘Bed’s the place for you,’ she said, tentatively. | 

Houston smiled. ‘I’m going right to it,’ he said. 

But he didn’t. He went for a long walk instead. It amused 
him that he had got along without. women for quite a long 
time and now suddenly found himself with two. It had been | 
like this for him on some occasions during the war. He ۱ 
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wondered if he was the sort of man who turned to women 
at moments of crisis; and he wondered what the crisis was 
now. Hugh was coming back. He was coming back at the end 
` of the month. All he had to do was get through the month? 


4 


When he looked .back on it later, Houston remembered 
October chiefly as the month when he tried to get rid of 
Glynis. It was not a successful attempt. There were tears and 
recriminations, and also threats, for the girl said she couldn’t 
live without him. Houston, like many artists far from being a 
romantic, thought that she very easily could if she put her 
mind to it; but when he saw the pain in her eyes could not 
bring himself to take the final step. 

He had told Lesley Sellers that he was now uncomplicated; 
for, as she said, she was a girl who didn’t like competition; ~ 
and accordingly found his life more complicated than ever. 
His encounters withthe Head grew no less acrimonious; he 
was permanently behind with a series of art appreciation 
classes that he had to prepare for an evening school; and ideas 
had run out on him permanently for his freelance work. He 
seemed to be scrambling about on an increasingly slippery 
slope. Everything about his life had become suddenly insecure 
and uncertain. He couldn’t understand how it had happened. 

He found himself beginning to lean heavily on Oliphant, 
the classics master, a bachelor like himself, whose astringency 
of manner he found refreshing. ۱ 

‘Do you find yourself able to make any plans these days, 
Oliphant?’ | 

‘J never make plans.’ 

‘Something curious seems to be happening to me. I don’t 
know where the hell I am lately.’ 

‘Maybe you're in love.’ 

‘Maybe I am. I wish I could think of something I particu- 
larly wanted to do.’ j 

‘I should like to move to a bigger flat and to spend Christ- 
mas in Rome.’ 

And suddenly everybody was talking about Christmas. 

‘Where are you jingling your bells this year, wonder boy?’ 
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‘Pye not really got round to that.’ ` 

‘T rather see myself in Paris. Any interest?” 

‘Tt sounds very attractive.’ 

‘Let me know soon. I need to fix my family early.’ 

And only hours later, it seemed. ‘Charles, Pve been think- 
ing. Roy wants to go to Bournemouth for Christmas. We go 


` to the same hotel every year. Do you think you could turn up 


there accidentally, too?’ ۱ 

‘1 don’t know, Glynis. It depends on Hugh a bit. Pd have 
to see what he wanted.’ 0 35 

‘Well, naturally. I see that. Do you think he might like to 
come, too?’ 

‘He might,’ Houston said, doubting it very strongly. 

‘When do you think you would know about him?’ 

‘Pm not really sure. I’ve not heard much lately. 

He had not heard anything. It was now the third week of 
October and there had been no news whatever. Lesley said 
that Lister-Lawrence was not expecting any special news. 
There was no question now of a missing party. The group 
would metely arrive on Indian territory. They would probably 
arrive between the 25th and the 30th when a trade caravan 
was expected. 

The 25th came without news; and the 30th went, without 
news. Lesley said that Lister-Lawrence was away investigating 
a riot. In all probability the group was now on the way to 
Calcutta. They would very likely hear from them before they 
heard from Lister-Lawrence. ۱ 


This, however, did not prove to be the case. On the and . 


November a cable arrived from Lister-Lawrence. He said the 
expected caravan had arrived on the 29th. No British subjects 
had arrived with it. He was making inquiries. 

Houston entered upon the nightmarish month of November 
1949. ۱ 


It was during this month, he realized later, that the abbot 
and the Duke of Ganzing and the Governor of Hodzo, had 
found themselves in their most delicate situation. The gover- 
nor had felt earlier that he could handle the matter locally and 
had not thought fit to communicate with the central govern- 
ment. In this he had shown an error of judgement, and he was 
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not anxious to have it revealed. He had therefore concurred 
with the abbot’s plan, which was merely to say nothing until 
requests for information came from Lhasa; and then to an- 
nounce that the party was missing. 

By the middle of November he was wishing most earnestly 
that he had not concurred. The governor was an elderly man, 
and he had the clearest possible recollection of the British who 
had come with Colonel Younghusband forty-five years before. 
They were inquisitive men, who never stopped asking ques- 
tions. They believed there was a reason for everything, and 
they were restless until they had found it. That four people 
were missing for some weeks on an ice-bound mountain 
would not seem to such men an adequate reason for giving 
up either the search or the inquiry into the party’s disappear- 
ance. 

Above all, as the governor well knew, it was essential that 
foreigners should be discouraged from taking an interest in 
his country in this ominous year. So long as there was a 
possibility of any of the group being alive, interest would be 
taken. He had therefore, towards the middle of the month, 
come to a worrying decision. 

The news went to Lhasa on 19 November and was radioed 
to Kalimpong on the 24th. Lister-Lawrence had it in Calcutta 
on the 25th, and passed it on to Stahl in London the same day. 

But of all this at the time, of course, Houston knew nothing. 





All he did know as November wore on was that his days 
were filled with activities which were becoming~increasingly 
meaningless. He found himself going through the weeks like 
an automaton. He taught and corrected and lectured; and 
in the evenings did the same. Sometimes he made love. He 
had started making love with Lesley Sellers, but once in the 
course of twenty-four hours found himself doing the same with 
Glynis also. He regarded this performance with a somewhat 
weary hilarity. ۱ 

He didn’t know what was the matter with him. He couldn't 
bear to be by himself. His limbs seemed always to be tense, 
and he caught himself holding his breath. He couldn’t sit and 
he couldn’t lie. He couldn’t read and he couldn’t eat. Above 
all, he couldn’t sleep. 
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He knew that Stahl was in constant touch with Calcutta; 
and that Lister-Lawrence was in touch with Kalimpong; and 
that the Tibetan representative there was in touch with his 
government. Everybody was in touch with everybody else, 
but nobody knew what had happened to the missing patty. 

He went to see Stahl again. He-asked whether it wasn’t time 
now for inquiries to be handled officially by the Foreign 
Office. Stahl said inquiries were being handled officially ; 
Lister-Lawrence was an official. But the Foreign Office 
couldn’t be involved because the film party had no right to 
be in Tibet at all. They had gone in - certainly through no 
fault of their own — without authorization and hence at their 
own peril. The situation was difficult and obscure. It was 
causing him a great deal of worry, but he had no doubt they 
would have news soon. 

This interview had taken place on 18 November; and the 
news had come one week later to the day: 25 November 
1949, a Friday. Houston went out and got drunk. He re- 
mained drunk all the week-end. 

He thought Glynis came in at some time on the Saturday; 
the flat was certainly tidy when he awoke on Sunday morning. 
She came again later, and he found her cleaning him up, and 
was aware presently that Lesley Sellers was there, too. He 
was in something of a stupor at the time, but he remembered 
thinking that it was very improper for the two young women 
to be there together. He realized he should have asked Glynis 
for the return of her key weeks ago; and that something must 
have gone sadly wrong with his planning. He heard snatches 
of their conversation. 

۱ ‘I guessed it must have been that. When did it happen?’ 

“Two or three weeks ago, apparently, but we only heard 
on Friday. The avalanche buried them all.’ 

‘They found the - they found them, did they?’ 

‘Oh, yes. They were all dead.’ 


es Charles. They were so terribly close.’ 
es.’ 


‘He had no recollection of the next week at all. He thought 
he went to school. Perhaps he attended his evening classes, 
too. He seemed to be out a good deal. He vaguely remembered 
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having a fight with a man in a public house in Tottenham 
Court Road, and waking up one night in the tube terminus at 
Morden. He had confused impressions of both girls wanting 
him to go away somewhere. 

And then it was December, and half a year had gone since 
he had seen his brother last; and everyone was telling him 
to pull himself together; and at length had had done this. He 
had gone in to see the Head and told her he would not be 
returning next term. And he had written to the L.C.C. Further 
Education authorities, telling them the same. 

Then Lesley was asking finally and once and for all if he 
wouldn’t come to Paris because it would take him out of 
himself; and Glynis was asking in the same terms if he 
wouldn’t come to Bournemouth. And he thanked them both 
for their charity and forbearance and said that he wouldn’t; 
he meant to spend Christmas by himself. 

And this was just as well; for on the afternoon before 
Christmas Eve, another Friday, when he was only mildly 
drunk, he had received a visitor. Stahl had telephoned first, 
at about a quarter to four; and at a quarter past his black 
chauffeur-driven Bentley had pulled up outside in the rain. 

He had refused a drink, his restless eyes-jerking spasmodic- 
ally over Houston’s dishevelled figure, but had accepted a 
cigarette, and sat down looking round the room. 

‘What I’ve got to say,’ he said flatly, ‘might not strike 
you as being particularly seasonal. I thought you might like 
to ponder it over the holiday.’ ی‎ 

Houston said nothing. He wanted another drink, but he 
had caught the disapproving look in the roving eyes and 
thought he had better wait. 

‘Weve run into a rather curious financial problem. I don't 
know if your brother ever mentioned it, but we take out an 
insurance policy for our unit members. Of course we now 
have four claims pending. For ten thousand pounds each. It’s 
a lot of money.’ 

‘Tt is Houston said. Hugh hadn’t mentioned it. 

‘The snag is, I’ve now heard there’s going to be some 
difficulty in collecting. The terms of the policy are that the 
company must pay out for death anywhere in the world from 
any cause except act of war. The only qualification is that a 
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death certificate has to be produced. This is something we 
don’t have.’ 

‘I see? Houston said dully, in the pause that developed. 
He didn’t think that he wanted now to discuss the question 
of indemnity for his brother's death. 5. 

‘Tt seems the certificate can only be issued by a British 
consul or some other accredited official. And he can only issue 
it if he has evidence + a doctox’s certificate or a signed report. 
Lister-Lawrence can’t get this. Apparently no local functionary 
can sign anything at all in Tibet without the authority of the 

central government. And the central government doesn’t seem 
to be very interested.’ 


Stahl took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes wearily. ‘I. 


don’t think there’s anything malicious in it,’ he said after a 
moment. ‘Lister-Lawrence takes the view that they’re merely 
nervous of any kind of foreign interest. He thinks they may be 
frightened of having to pay indemnity or of having to get 
into negotiations. Whatever it is, they’re not answering any 
inquiries, and the way it looks now no death certificate will 
. be forthcoming.’ 

‘Of course,’ he went on, replacing his glasses and allowing 
his eyes to get busily back into orbit, “this doesn’t mean that 
the insurance company won’t eventually pay up. After a 
period, death will have to be presumed. But this might be a 
matter of years, and meanwhile there could be many difficulties 
for the dependants. Wister’s wife has two young children. 

Meiklejohn and Miss Wolferston both leave widowed 
mothers. There are complications about pensions, a whole lot 
of things. Naturally, we have a responsibility in this. We are 
trying to ease the burden. But I’ve been wondering the past 
few days if there mightn’t be another way that is worth 
trying.’ ۱ 

He was silent for a few moments, watching Houston. 

I was wondering,’ he said, ‘if it wouldn’t be an idea for 
someone to go over there and see Lister-Lawrence. He’s a 
very busy man and he’s not been able to give this much of 
his time. If someone could have a talk with him, examine 
all the documents, perhaps get in touch with the Tibetan 
representative out there, it might be possible to build up 2 
dossier that could, at the least, hasten the presumption of 
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death. I was wondering,’ he said slowly, ‘if you’d like to do 
ity 

Houston looked quickly down at his burning cigarette. 

‘Youd be acting as a kind of plenipotentiary or agent for 
all of the dependants,’ Stahl said. ‘Naturally, they’d contribute 
to your expenses. I don’t know that they’d have anything 
very much to contribute at the moment —’ 

‘I don’t know that I have myself,’ Houston said. ‘Pd better 
say right away, Mr Stahl, I’m not very — interested in indemnity 
for my brother’s death.’ 

‘Why,’ Stahl said mildly, ‘I was thinking more of the 
other claimants than of you. Pardon me. I appreciate your feel- 
ings, of course. I merely thought you were in the best position 
- a healthy young fellow with no ties. But it was just an idea.’ 

Houston gazed at him and his mouth dropped open. He 
had not thought of this aspect of it. 

‘And as to money, I don’t think you need worry there. 
Your brother had salary coming from June. We'd be prepared 
to extend that to the end of March next, and to contribute to 
your expenses. Think it over, anyway.’ 

‘I will, Houston said, taken aback by this new view of the 
situation. 

He thought it over for the next three. days. He had made 
the decision by the time the office workers were streaming 
back after the holiday, and had telephoned Stahl to tell him 
SO. 

‘Of course,’ Stahl said. ‘I knew you would. When do you 
want to go? © 

‘As soon as possible. I’ve got nothing to keep me here.’ 


Which was how, that winter, after many unsettling months, 
Houston came to embark upon his adventure. He had not 
visited any swamis. He knew nothing of Tibetan prophecies. 
He was a very ordinary young man who at the time, certainly, 
claimed, no pre-knowledge of the extraordinary thing that ۰ 
was going to happen to him. 

He said good-bye to the two young women who had served 
to distract him during the restless months and promised: each 
of them that he would mend his ways with regard to the 
other. He offered the use of his flat to Oliphant for he knew 
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the older man was uncomfortable in his own. And as the 
beneficiary of an eventual ten thousand pounds, he made a 


will. 

He did all these things before 24 January 1959; and early 
in the morning of 25 Januaty he walked out with his bag 
into Fitzmaurice Crescent and whistled for a taxi to take him 
to the air terminal in Kensington High Street.. He thought he 
would be taking one back again within two months. 


CHAPTER TWO 


I 


January is the first month of the cold season in Calcutta, 
and though the temperature, in the low seventies, was brisk 
by local standards, Houston found it spring-like after the damp 
chill of London. He walked tirelessly about the town, and by . 
his fourth day reckoned to have covered the major part of 
it. He had ample time to do this. Lister-Lawrence was away. 
Nobody knew when he would return. 

Twice a day, morning and afternoon, Houston walked from 
his hotel, the Great Eastern, to Chowringhee where Lister- . 
Lawrence had his office in the offices of the Commissioner 
for the United Kingdom, and stated his business to an eager 
succession of Bengali clerks. Although each seemed to be 
called Mukherjee or Ghosh, he had never somehow managed 
to strike the same one twice. * 

“Yes, sir. How can I help you, please?’ 

‘You might remember I called yesterday. To see Mr 
Lister-Lawrence.’ 

‘Ah, you would have seen a colleague of mine. I am ۶ 
Mukherjee, sir. If you will tell me your name I will make a 
note for Mr Lister-Lawrence. He is away at the moment.’ 

‘Is he going to be away much longer?’ 

‘Oh, no. This afternoon, perhaps, he will return. What is 
your business, please, sir?’ 

Houston was at first mildly amused by the appetite of the 
Bengali clerks for information about himself, but by the fifth 
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day, found himself becoming a little impatient of the delay. 
After breakfast that morning, he strode up Chowringhee 
determined to wrest some information from Mr Mukherjee 
ot Mr Ghosh himself. 

He said, ‘I’ve been waiting for the last four days, and I 
can’t wait much longer. Can’t you tell me where I can get in 
touch with Mr Lister-Lawrence?’ 

‘Ah, you must have seen one of my colleagues, sir. I am 
Mr Ghosh. What is your name, please?’ 

Houston gave it, but he declined to provide the basis for 
another note, pointing out that eight were already awaiting 
Lister-Lawrence. 

‘Excuse me, sir. I must know your business —’ 

Houston said, pleasantly, that he wasn’t going to state it, 
and after a somewhat rambling argument had begun to turn 
away, when Mr Ghosh caught his sleeve. 

‘Oh, wait, sir!’ he cried. ‘Mr. Lister-Lawrence is here. 
He returned last night. He is very busy but if you will only 
tell me your business — It isa most strict rule —’ 

A few minutes later he was shaking hands with Lister- 
Lawrence. 

He was a tall, thin man in a duck suit, with-heavy shadows 
under his eyes and nicotine stains on his fingers. He looked 
as if he had not had a good night’s sleep for some time, and 
his grasp was brief and limp. 

‘I’m sorry youve had to keep calling. Pve been away for ۰ 
a few days. It’s really very hard to know,’ he said, waving 
Houston to a chair and sitting down himself, “what we can 
do for you here. I’m sure we sent every scrap of information 
as it came in to your Mr Stahl.’ 

Houston told him what he thought might be done. 

‘Yes. Well, you can try. I’m sorry about the death certifi- 
cates. Pd stretch a point if I could, but my hands are tied. 
I don’t know if I’ve quite got it,’ he said, offering-his cigar- 
ettes, ‘about the corroboration. There’s not very much to 
corroborate, is there? We’ve only got the single signal from 
Lhasa.’ 

‘I wondered if I could borrow that, and the rest of the 
correspondence, to copy.’ - 3 

‘I expect you could do that.’ 
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‘And see any Press reports there might have been about the 
che.’ 7 0 
i RE pursed his lips. ‘I doubt if youl وی‎ 
joy there. There must P dozens اج اس‎ as every day in 
۱ world. Still, you never ۰ 
Oe ee of ie caravan they were supposed to 
join — I thought it might be an idea to get a signed statement 
from someone who was with it.’ 
‘What about?’ TEE ; 
‘About conditions on the way. It seems a possible avenue. 
‘Oh, quite. The difficulty there would be to find the people. 
It’s really something for the Tibetan trade man in Kalimpong 
- he issues the licences and personal chitties for everyone who 
goes in and out. I could drop him a line, if you want,’ he 
said without enthusiasm. ‘Or better still you could go up 
there.’ 
“To Kalimpong?” Houston said. 
‘Why not?’ 
‘Isnt it a long way to go?’ 
“You’ve come a long way already,’ Lister-Lawrence said 
reasonably. ‘And I think you’d find Sangrab a very decent 
old chap. Mind you, I should point out that they’ve all gone 
a bit funny up thete this year. They’ve fallen out with the 
devils and are holding prayer meetings all over the country. 
They’re not too keen on answering foreigners’ questions.’ 
‘They'd save themselves, and us, too,’ Houston said dif- 
dently, ‘a lot of trouble if they’d just answer one simple one. 
For instance, they must have some register of foreigners who 
die there. A burial record of some kind, say.’ 
“Yes, well, they don’t actually bury people.’ 


“Whatever they do. Cremate them, then. Someone’s got to © 


keep score,’ Houston said lightly, fighting down the deep 
revulsion for his task that swept over him again. 
‘Tm afraid they don’t cremate them, either.’ 
“What do they do?’ 
‘Oh, well they have their own sort of customs, you know,’ 
Lister-Lawrence said, energetically tapping his cigarette ash. 
‘I doubt if this is a very profitable field.’ 


‘What do they do?’ Houston said again after a few silent 
moments. - 
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‘Well. Vultures, actually,’ said Lister-Lawrence, apolo- 
getically. ‘I’m frightfully sorry, old chap. We all have our 
own customs, though, you know. They say it’s really very 
hygienic and all that... . There isn’t much point in pursuing 
it, is there? But there’s absolutely no reason why you shouldn’t 
trot up and. see old Sangrab. And you could certainly ask 
around-in Kalimpong about the caravan. They make up all 
the teams there. It’s rather a jolly place, Kalimpong,’ he 
ended, somewhat out of breath. 

Houston felt suddenly very sick. He stubbed out his cigar- 
ette. He said presently, “Supposing I don’t get very far in 
Kalimpong, is there any other Tibetan representative in that 
area I might see?’ 

‘There’s a chap up in Gangtok. But that’s in Sikkim, and 
you'll need a chitty to get in there. It’s a protected State. PH 
get off a line to Hopkinson for you — he’s our man there.’ 

‘Would there be any point in having one more try at 
Tibet? At the British representative there?’ 

‘We haven’t got one, old boy. That’s the trouble. Old Hugh 
Richardson is in Lhasa, of course, but he’s acting on behalf of 
the Indian government, and we mustn’t embarrass him. The 
snag is, these Tibetans are rather a suspicious shower. They 
don’t get the point about insurance policies. They think we’re 
trying to manceuvre them into an admission of liability. How- 
ever, I’ll do what I can,’ he said, jotting down a few notes 
on a scrap of paper. ‘Meanwhile you have quite a few avenues 
to explore. Drop in whenever you feel like it.’ 


2 - 


` Houston remained a further three weeks in Calcutta, awaiting 
his ‘chitty’ and exploring avenues. He went through the 
files of the English language newspapers and extracted several 
items relating to Tibet and avalanches in the Himalayas. 
These appeared to have been numerous in October, but no 
details were given of individual ones. The astrological corres- 
pondent of the Hindustan Standard warned of grave trouble 
impending for ‘a Buddhist land in the north’ and suggested 
that a major spiritual effort would be required tò avert it; 
and from the same authority Houston learned that according 
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to occult formations for his birthday his sexual powers would 
be vigorously tested during the next year. Although awate 
that the solid columns of rejuvenator advertising on the same 
page might have had something to do with this forecast, 
Houston, mindful also of the fact that he had not yet written 


a line to Glynis or Lesley, pondered somewhat gloomily over ` 


1t. ۰ ۰ ۰ ۰ 
Lister-Lawrence had left instructions with his Bengali 


clerks to give him all the assistance he needed, and he kept 
the Messrs Mukherjee and Ghosh fully extended looking out 
all the correspondence that had passed between Lhasa, 
Kalimpong, Calcutta, Katmandu and London. The sheer 
weight of the correspondence and the dearth of information it 
had produced were highly dispiriting; but he plodded on, 
copying and compiling all the material in his hotel bedroom 
with the aid of a hired typewriter. 

By the end of February, however, it was obvious he could 
do little more in Calcutta. Lister-Lawrence was away most of 
the time, and there seemed to be no answer from Gangtok or 
Lhasa. He decided to go to Kalimpong. 

The journey to Kalimpong is a somewhat complicated one, 
but one of the Mr Mukherjees had made all arrangements 
for him, and Houston found the change welcome. The first 
stage was from Calcutta to Siliguri in the north of Bengal, 
and he made it in reasonable comfort on the main line railway. 
At Siliguri he had to change to a little local wood-burning 
train which ran through.village and jungle as though on 
tram-lines, swaying and panting and stopping every now and 
again to raise enough steam to tackle the increasingly sharp 
inclines. ۱ 
_ It was still warm and sunny, but there was a certain feeling 
in the air of mountains and of a keener and more bracing 
atmosphere. In. the jungle, monkeys had dropped from the 
trees on to the roof of the train and had swung head down 
before the open windows, snatching the bits of chocolate and 
biscuit that Houston offered. By the time he reached his final 
train-halt, the village of Gielle-Khola, the monkeys had gone. 
It was noticeably cooler; he could feel the sharp air in his 
lungs; and the people on the platform: seemed to be of 4 
different shape. They were wearing capes and padded jackets, 
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and the facial features to which he had become accustomed 
in the past few weeks had supiy altered. He was approaching 
the Himalayas. 

The arrangement was for a car to pick him up at Gielle- 
‘Khola and take him to Kalimpong; but when after a couple of 
` hours no car appeared, he realized he must have over-extended 
Mr Mukherjee, and took a bus instead. He had spent one anda 
half days getting to Gielle-Khola, and it was afternoon when 
he embarked upon the last leg of the journey. 

He got to Kalimpong at dusk on 27 February; the bus set 
him down in a busy market place as the lamps on the stalls 
were being lit. Several boys rushed to take possession of his 
luggage, and he distributed it among three of them. The 
smallest of the boys had secured only his raincoat, but he 
could speak a little English, and he trotted importantly beside 
Houston, chattering, as they pushed their way through the 
crowded market to the hotel. 

Houston had noticed here and there small groups of men 
in fur caps, warmly clad except for their arms which were left 
bare, and he inquired who they were. 

‘Tibet men,’ the boy said, gesturing upwards to the darken- 
ing sky; and Houston who had been gazing up at the curiously 
massive cloud formations, gazed again. The clouds were 
mountains. 

Tibet men and mountains. He thought he was near his 
journey’s end. 


® 
3 

As Lister-Lawrence had said, Kalimpong was a rather jolly 
place. Houston liked it. He had dined well at the hotel and 
had slept soundly between clean sheets, and he was up and 
out early in the morning. The air had the kind of snap and 
brilliancy that he associated with the Vosges mountains in 
France, and.the surrounding landscape, although on a more 
massive scale, had the same nature: great green hills that crept 
towards the sky, and a feeling of high places beyond. The 
peaks that had closed in with nightfall were far away. 

He went to the offices of the Tibetan representative, and 
found a substantial building with a courtyard that was 
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thronged with people. A few mules and horses stood blinking 
in the bright sun, and groups of men squatted on the ground, 
chattering and smoking. The small porter of the preceding 
evening had been waiting for him as he left the hotel and had 
attached himself again. He ran into the building before 
Houston and came out again, grinning. 

‘No room in there, sahib, he said. “Many men there 
today.’ ; ۱ i 

Houston inspected the interior himself and found that this 
was the case. ۱ 

‘Is it always like this?’ 

‘No, sahib. Caravan comes today. All caravan men here.’ 

‘Will they be here all day?’ 

‘Two, three days, maybe. They get chitty,’ the boy said, 
pounding an imaginary rubber stamp with his small brown 
hands. 

Houston was somewhat at a loss. He could see nobody who 
was obviously an official. He wondered whom to consult. 

The boy had the answer for him. ‘You come to see Michael- 
son Sahib, sahib,’ he said. ‘I take you.’ 

They returned through the market square and down a maze 
of busy streets to a part of the town that seemed to be occupied 
by warehouses. Lines of mules were being unloaded and their 
burdens swung up on ropes to first-floor lofts. Directing 
Operations outside the largest warehouse was Michaelson 
Sahib, who proved to be an enormously fat, elderly man in a 
bushwacker’s hat; he was checking off invoices and smoking a 
small black cheroot. 

Houston introduced himself. 

‘Glad to know you, sport. You’ve caught me at a busy 
moment.’ : 

‘So I see. ۲۳۵ been trying to get in to see the Tibetan 
consul. There seems a bit of a crowd there.’ 

; ‘A catavan’s just arrived. Pd give it away for today, sport, 
if I were you.’ 

‘I hear it’s going to be like this for two or three days.’ 

‘You don’t have to bother about that. Look, PI drop by for 
a quick one with you this evening. I’m just too tied up now.’ 


“All right,’ Houston said, a bit put-out, and wandered away 
with the boy. 
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His feeling of offence did not persist; for the more he saw 
of the town the more he liked it. Thete was a smell of wood- 
smoke and spices in the clean air, and a sensation of heights. 
He found himself smiling, with the heady feeling he had felt ۰ 
before in mountains. > 

There were a number of small teashops in the town; ram- 
shackle sheds with trestle tables containing tea urns and trays 
of sweetmeats; and he had several cups of sweet, frothy tea 
as he loitered about the streets with the boy. Caravan teamsters 
strolled everywhere; but although many different races seemed 
to be represented, he noticed no Tibetans. He asked.the boy 
why. 

‘They sleep, maybe, sahib. Tibet men no like it down here. 
They like Tibet.’ He raised his eyes again to the sky as he 
` spoke, and Houston was amused and yet vaguely disturbed at 
this suggestion, even in the northernmost point of India, of a 
still more remote land, almost a mythical land, towering in the 
sky. ۱ 

He said, smiling, ‘Is that where Tibet is - in the sky?’ 

‘In the mountains, sahib.’ 

‘Have you ever been there?’ 

‘No. Too young, sahib. I go with my brother in five, six 
years.’ | 

‘With the caravans?’ 

‘With the caravans, sahib.’ 

‘Is your brother away now?’ 

‘Yes, sahib. Ten days away. He work for Michaelson 
Sahib.’ ۱ 

‘What do they call your brother?’ : 

‘Ringling. My name is Bozeling, sahib, the boy said, 
grinning. - 

‘All right, Bozeling. Let’s move on.’ 


Michaelson Sahib looked in that evening, as promised. He 
had changed into a white suit, and he came in briskly, rubbing 
his hands and nodding to the barman who mixed him what 
was evidently a familiar drink. Houston had waited for some 
time in the empty bar; he seemed to have the hotel to himself. 

‘Nippy in the evenings,’ Michaelson said. “Sorry I was a 
bit abrupt this morning. There’s a big load in and the boys 
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get things arsey-turvey if you take your eyes off for a minute. 
No offence, sport?’ ۱ ۱ 

‘No offence,’ Houston said, and shook hands again. ۰ 

‘It’s the first caravan weve had in for some time. Every- 
thing’s overdue because of the bloody weather. What brings 
you here?’ 

Houston told him. 

“Yes. I saw the others a few months ago. I doubt if you’ll 
get any change out of the Tibetans, though. They don’t want 
to know about foreigners this year.’ ۱ 

‘I heard they’d fallen out with the devils.’ 

“That’s it, Michaelson said, seriously. ‘There’s a lot of bad 
omens for this year. Still, you’d better have a go now you’re 
here. I sent a note across half an hour ago asking if he’d see 
us tonight. I expect he will. He thinks I’m offended,’ he said, 
baring a set of long, yellow dog-like teeth. “The old sod has 
crossed me up on a shipment of black tails Pve been expecting 
for six months.’ 

‘Black tails?’ ۱ ۱ 

‘Best yak. Long hair,’ Michaelson said, drinking. 

‘What is it you do exactly?’ 

“Trader. Been here thirty years. I’m the institution here. 
There ate a few other European traders, but they flit off 
during the winter. I practically keep the place going,’ he 
said, showing his teeth again. 

“You import yak hair from Tibet?’ 

‘Wool staples of all sorts. Black tails give the best staple. It 
makes a very hard, tough cloth.’ 

‘And you send goods in?’ 

“Manufactured goods, food, cloth, anything. There’s not 
much doing now. Caravans are in and out all summer, but 
it’s not too profitable this time of year. The teams sit around 
eating you out of house and home. I’ve got one now, been 
gone ten days and still holed up in Sikkim in a blizzard.’ 

‘Youll have a young man called Ringling on that one. I 
was talking to his brother.’ 

‘That’s right. I took him on when his father was killed on 
a trip a couple of years ago. I keep him going steadily right 
through the winter so they’ve got something coming in at 
home. He’s a good kid, Ringling.’ ۱ 
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‘I was wondering,’ Houston said, ‘if I could find the team 
my brother and his party were supposed to meet in October.’ 

‘I wouldn’t know, sport. That kind of arrangement they 
make themselves. It gives them a few extra ackers. It couldn’t 
have been one of my teams, though.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘I had no caravan in October or November. The weather 
was too bad. I think it’s the earthquake that shook everything 
up. Pve never known conditions like it. You having another 
of these?’ he said, looking into Houston’s glass. 

‘Thanks. You mean,’ Houston said, ‘conditions were so 
bad that no caravans were running?’ 

‘I don’t know. I think Da Costa‘ran one — he’s a Portuguese. 
Sangrab would know.’ 

Michaelson stayed for dinner at the hotel; but no messenger 
arrived from the Tibetan consul. Michaelson was irritated by 
this, but more, it seemed to Houston, because of the rebuff to 
his reputation as an institution than on Houston’s own 
account. 

He said, ‘Let me EHOW if you don’t hear tomorrow. PI do 
something about it.’ 

‘Right. And thanks very much : 

‘Don’t thank me yet.’ 

Houston heard nothing. the next day. He walked about the 
town again with the boy, and made half a dozen charcoal 
sketches. The boy was delighted. But there was still no word 
from the mysterious Sangrab when he returned to the hotel. 

Michaelson appeared angrily at six-thirty. 

‘I hear that little sodling hasn’t condescended to see you 
yet.’ 

‘Pm afraid that’s right.’ 

‘Well, let’s have one and get over there. I don’t know what 
he thinks he’s playing at.’ 

‘I don’t want to do anything that’s unwise. I need his 
help.’ 

‘It’s not very wise of him to overlook a note of mine. 1 
have that old bastard shifted back home so fast he won’t 
know what’s happening.’ z 

‘Did you mention in your note what I wanted to see him 
about?’ : 
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‘Certainly not. That’s your business. And anyway, he’d 
know. He knows everything that goes on in this town. Bloody 
sauce!’ Michaelson said. His face was red and his tte some- 
what ill-adjusted. “Let’s get on over there before he starts 
dinner. They eat at seven. He’ll never leave that once he’s 

egun.’ 

: THOS had some doubts as to the wisdom of confront- 
ing the Tibetan representative with Michaelson in his 
present mood of injured pride; and he suspected that the 
trader was using him to settle some scores of his own. But he 
couldn’t get out of it without giving offence. He finished 
his drink and accompanied Michaelson pensively across the 
square. 


The crowds had gone from the courtyard of Sangrab’s » 


establishment; the double doors were locked and the building 


shuttered and silent. Michaelson rapped loudly, and a few 


moments later a robed ‘Tibetan appeared. 

Michaelson spoke curtly, and they were admitted. The door 
was closed behind them. The servant disappeared. Houston 
heard Michaelson breathing noisily beside him in the dark 
hall. Presently the servant appeared again, with a small lantern 
which he hung on a wall bracket. He murmured a few words 
to Michaelson. ۱ : 

“As I thought,’ Michaelson said. “He’s at his prayers now. 
We’ll catch him just before he eats.’ 

And indeed, after some moments Houston could distinguish 
a faint chanting from somewhere in the house, a throaty 
ululation that was strange but not unpleasant in the flickering 
lamplight. 

The servant returned some minutes later, and they followed 
him down: a dim corridor to a pair of double doors that he 
threw open for them. Inside, in a blaze of light from some 
dozens of candles, stood two old men. Houston had never in 
his life seen such gorgeous figures. They were dressed in robes 
of richly-embroidered silk, shaped and buttoned across the 
chest like cossack uniforms. Each wore a jewelled silk choker 
loosely tied under a stand-up mandarin collar, and hair dressed 
On top in a glossy black jewelled bun. Each also wore a single 
pendant ear-ring, and had a little goatee beard. 

For an instant, Houston had the impression the two-figures 
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were household idols, so still were they; but presently they 
bowed, and he found himself bowing in return. 

He was considerably impressed to see that Michaelson was 
in no way put out by all this magnificence. He sat himself 
easily in a chair and motioned Houston to do the same, and 
the two old men sat down also. 

Houston had been wondering which one of them was 
Sangrab, and now, as Michaelson addressed him, he saw. The 
other old man had moved a little apart; he sat beside a small 
table and rested his hands on it as he watched. There was 
something of a tortoise-shell cat about him. Tortoise-shell 
combs gleamed in his hair; bits of tortoise-shell stood out on 
his hands - little hands placed one on top of the other, which 
fixed and contracted like a cat’s. There was something of 
the cat, too, about his thin upturned mouth and the narrow 
drowsy eyes. These eyes were, however, turned quite un- 
blinkingly on Houston; he did not see them move throughout 
the interview. 

Sangrab had been playing with his beard, studying Houston 
from time to time as Michaelson talked, and interpolating a 
few words himself. 

‘Well,’ Michaelson said in English, at length, ‘he’s not 
optimistic about the death certificates - I told you that. But 
he’ll try again, if you want. Meanwhile he’s promised to sort 
out the names of the teamsters you want. The snag is that the 


, October caravan was run by Da Costa, as I thought, and he’s 


gone off to Goa for the winter. He thinks the teamsters have 
dispersed, too. Some of them go and hump tea in Darjeeling 
and a lot go home to Nepal - they’re mainly Sherpas or 
Gurkhas. Still, you might find some of them here. It will 
take a few days to get the list — he’s got a lot of work on at the 
moment. Does that satisfy you for now?’ ۱ 

Houston said it did, and they left soon after. 

‘I must say,’ Michaelson said with satisfaction as they 
turned into the hotel for a drink, ‘the little sodling was quite 
ingratiating. He feels badly about my black tails, of course. 
And then, the other fellow was listening.’ 

“Who was the other fellow?’ 

“It’s an official he’s got staying with him. He arrived last 
night — that’s why he couldn’t see us. They send someone 


53 


ees a 


Se eee 


a S S‏ ر 


down to check up on him from time to time - he’s nicely 
placed to take a bit of bribery. He’ll sit in with him for a few 
days and then hop it. You never see the same one twice.’ 

There seemed no reason at the time to doubt it. 

4 
Houston had not thought to spend more than a week in 
Kalimpong. It was, in all, seven weeks before he left, including 
a trip to Calcutta in between. He had overlooked the timeless 
qualities of all transactions in India. 

It took him a week to find a single named teamster. He 
knew the man’s address and his usual haunts and the odd jobs 
he was engaged upon; none the less, and despite the boy’s 
assistance, it was seven days before he ran him to earth in a 
small and slightly illegal drinking shop. 

The result was hardly fruitful. 

Yes, the man said cheerfully, he had been a member of the 
October caravan. Certainly they had been joined by other 
travellers - by perhaps twelve or so at different points of the 
journey. He didn’t know if any of the travellers had failed to 
meet them after arranging to do so. This was a matter for 
the caravan sirdar or his deputy who alone made such arrange- 
ments. Where was the sirdar? Why, in Sikkim. He returned 


home each winter as everybody knew. And his deputy? In 
Darjeeling, possibly. 


Houston still had no chitty for Sikkim, but he could go to ۱ 


Darjeeling without one, and he went. He found the deputy 
sirdar and several other members of the October caravan 
humping tea, as Michaelson had suggested. 

This visit was not very fruitful, either. 

The nearest the caravan had passed to Yamdring was 
Gysung, sixty odd miles away. Was it likely they would pick 
up travellers then from Yamdring? Yes, indeed. Why not? 

Had they picked any up in October? 

In October? No. ... No, not in October. 

Had they perhaps arranged to pick any up then? ۱ 

That was possible. It was hard to recall exactly. There wer 


always cases of broken arrangements on every trip. One paid 
no particular attention. ۱ 


54 





At what date had the caravan reached Gysung? 

It had reached Gysung (this two trips and several discussions 
later) on 21 October. 

So if a party had meant to meet the caravan there, when 
would they have had to leave Yamdring? 

Five days earlier. One allowed twelve miles a day in that 
part of the country. 

Five days earlier. ... 16 October. 

Supposing the party had run into an avalanche — where 
would be the most likely place for this to happen? 

Undoubtedly on the Portha-la pass. This was the only place 
on the Yamdring—Gysung route that one would expect an 
avalanche. ۱ 

Whereabouts was that? 

Three days’ march from Yamdring. 

Three days from 16 October.... It was all very thin, very 
circumstantial. But still, Houston thought, he might have 
narrowed down the details a bit. 

He wrote in his notebook: ‘In view of all the above, the 
logical deduction must be that the party was overwhelmed on or about 
ور‎ October on the Portha-la pass, some thirty-six miles from 
Yamdring on the road to Gysung.’ He appended the names of his 
informants and got them to make their marks. 

He returned to Kalimpong tired and depressed. He had 
been away just: over two months now, and had spent in all 
nearly six hundred pounds. He thought he had got as far as 
he was going to get; and that unless the Tibetan government 
showed some rapid signs of cooperation he might as well go 
home. 

He asked at the reception desk if there was anything for flere 

‘Nothing, sahib.’ 

All right, Houston said to himself. Enough was enough. He 
would have a bath and a drink and pay one final call on the 
Tibetan representative. Then away on the morning bus. 

He had the bath, and the drink, and a few more after it, 
and went reluctantly out into the square. He had left it a bit 
late for the Tibetans. No use after seven o’clock, Michaelson 
had said. It was getting on for that, the lamps going on above 
the stalls. He was sick of the place suddenly, sick of all the 
places, sick of himself. But he walked across the square, and 
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shell erupted at his side. 
‘Oh, sahib, you are back!’ 


‘Hello, me lad, Houston said, glad at least in a melancholy — 


way that someone cared whether he was in this place or that. 

‘When you come back, sahib?” 

‘An hour or two ago.’ 

‘I look for you. My brother is back, sahib. You come and 
see him now.” 

‘Not just now. Later, Bozeling.’ 

‘Now, sahib, now! Ringling has seen them, the ones yo 
seek.’ 3 

‘Which ones?’ 

‘The dead ones, sahib.’ 

Houston felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. 

He said, ‘ Which dead ones?’ 

‘The English ones, sahib. They marched one day with the 
caravan.’ 

‘When was this?’ 

‘In December, sahib. 

Houston stopped. He felt himself rooted to the spot in the 
bustling, draughty square. He said stupidly, ‘In December? 
He couldn’t have. They died in October.’ 

‘Yes, sahib, he did. Come now. You come with me.’ 

Houston remembered’ the moment with peculiar clarity in 
later years. The clock on the Scottish mission church had 
boomed seven as he stood there, and he remembered thinking, 
‘Well, I’ve had the little sodling for tonight, anyway. Then he 
walked with the boy to his home. 


CHAPTER THREE 


I 


Ir was a dark and malodorous shack, lit by oil lamps and 
with a dung fire burning in a rudimentary grate. Bozeling 
vanished as soon as they were inside, and Houston found 
himself alone in the smoky fug of the room, until the boy’s 
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mother appeared suddenly, a small plump woman with gold 


- ear-rings, a glossy middle-parting and a long skirt and bodice, 


and fussed around him, talking half in English and half in 
Sherpali, as she fetched him a chair and a cup of tea and sat 
him as far from the reeking fire as was possible. 

Her elder son was sleeping, she said; he usually slept for 
two whole days on returning from a trip. The sahib would 
forgive her English; her son’s, on the other hand, was excel- 
lent; he had climbed often with the British. Soon the sahib 
would be able to enjoy a fine conversation with him. 

Houston sat and smiled and nodded to her, afraid almost 
to open his mouth for the sickness rising in- his throat. A 
terrible nausea had come sweeping over him in the last few 
minutes, whether from the shock or the airless hovel he could 
not tell. But he managed to get the tea down; and presently 
there were sounds-off and Bozeling appeared with his brother. 

Sherpa Ringling was a youth of 17, slim, small, and with 
the agreeable monkey face of his young brother. Houston saw 
the lines of fatigue in the thin features and apologized for 
disturbing him. ۱ 

‘It’s nothing, sahib. Tomorrow PI be fine.’ 

“You say you saw some English people in Tibet.’ 

“That’s right. I met them, sahib. They walked one day with 
the caravan.’ 

‘Which trip was that?’ | 

That .had been December. Yes, he was quite sure it was 
December. There was no possibility of his confusing it with 
an earlier trip. Why was this? Why, because the trip before 
that had been in September — there had been no caravan in 
October or November — and in September they had gone by 
a different route, to Norgku. It was only in December that 
they had travelled via the Portha-la pass. And it was on the 
Portha-la that they had met the English party. 

Houston sat blinking in the smoky room, trying to compre- 
hend this. He said at last, ‘They travelled a whole day with 
you?’ 

‘Most of one day. Four or five hours.’ 

‘Could you try and remember everything that happened 
that day.’ 

There was very little to remember. The weather had been 
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people had joined the caravan while it was on the move. 
They had appeared some time during the ascent of Portha-la. 
They had caught up with the caravan with difficulty, for one 
was ill and had to be supported by the others. He thought 
one of the party had been a woman. They had managed to 


keep up with the caravan, however, and had bedded down. — 


with it when it had stopped for the night. Later they had left. 

Left? Where had they left? 

The boy had no idea. He remembered that guides had 
turned up for them - either during the night or early in. the 
morning. He had woken to see two of the guides carrying 
away the sick man, and the rest of the party following. He had 

been awakened by shouting, in English. He thought the sahibs 
` were angry with their guides. Perhaps they had arrived late. 
Yes, it had struck him as strange that a foreign party should 
be travelling in Tibet without guides. He had wondered about 
that. 


But where had they gone to? Where could they have gone? — 


To a monastery, perhaps, to take shelter; the blizzard had 
continued for a further two days. 

To the Yamdring monastery? Was that anywhere near? 

Yes, it was not far, two, three days, not more. 

And there had been no comment among the caravan team? 
Could a party suddenly disappear without arousing curiosity 
even? 

But certainly. Parties were joining and leaving the caravan 
all the time; and this party had not’even paid to join. Nobody 
had objected to this, of course. In winter wandering groups 
often took shelter with passing caravans. One would expect 
a foreign party to do this if they had missed their own guides. 
He had forgotten all about it himself. To tell the truth, it had 
only come to mind again when Bozeling had told him the 
sahib was interested. He hoped he had been of assistance. He 
would try and remember what else he could of the incident; 
but he didn’t think there was anything else to remember. 

Houston thanked him, and refused more tea, and also 
Bozeling’s offer to see him back to the hotel, and said good 
night all round, and left. 

He felt very ill. He thought he was going to be sick. He 
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walked slowly, breathing in the crisp night air, and stopped 
once or twice to lean against the wall. He could see the glow 
in the sky over the square, and made towards it through the 
dark alleys. There was nobody about, and he thought after a 
while he had lost himself; the glow was getting no nearer. 
But presently he saw a familiar feature, an upended cart he 
had passed on the way, and a moment afterwards a white 
shape glimmering in the dark. 

He saw as he came closer that it was two men sitting 
smoking on a low earth wall, and he made towards them to 
ask the direction. He slowed down a bit as he approached. He 
didn’t know what it was about them. They were sitting per- 
fectly still, not looking towards him though his footsteps were 
loud in the alley. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck 
beginning to bristle again, and he had an instinct to turn 
round and go back. 

He couldn’t quite bring himself to do that, and continued 
walking, and that was the last opportunity he had. He saw, 
without quite believing it, that they had got up and were 
coming towards him. He saw the clubs in their hands. He 
stopped and watched them, too petrified to turn and run, still 
trying to convince himself that they were watchmen. They 
came quite slowly, without any sound, and he saw their feet 
were bare. He put out his hand and tried to speak, and they 
leapt at him. 

He caught a numbing crack on the elbow and another on 
the side of his head and staggered, grunting. He tried to pro- 
tect his head with one hand, but one of them had got behind 
him, and he felt another stunning blow. He found himself 
stumbling forwards and clutching at the man in front of him, 
and he grabbed at his white garment, still falling, and saw a 
bare foot beneath him, and stamped on it as hard as he could. 

He heard the thin soft cry of pain, ‘Aaaah . . . and thought 
the fellow went over, too. He was down himself, scrambling 
in the dirt, and then his ear exploded and, as he moved his 
hands, his eye also, a single great pink blossom of pain un- 
folding above his right eye as he slipped and slithered and 
tried to stop himself but finally fell into a lurching, bruised 
blackness. 

His unconsciousness was short and they were still there as 
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he came too, bending over him and going through his pockets. 1 
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He heard someone grunting and coughing and realized it was 
himself, and they dropped the wallet quickly and looked at 
him, muttering. They straightened up, and he saw by the way 
they held the clubs what was coming and tried to twist away 
but failed and got them both in the pit of the stomach and 


heard the single drawn-out animal sound as the air went out | 


of his body. : 

He was over on his side, retching. He had not eaten for 
hours and only tea and gin and sour bile came up. He had to 
get his head out of it, and he struggled up on to his hands 
and knees, trembling. His forehead was icy with sweat and his 
arms would not support him properly. A dog came to sniff at 
him, and was soon joined by two others, and they found the 
patch of vomit, and he had to get away from that, and he 
was up, somehow, reeling and tottering in the alley. 

He must have turned into another alley, for at the end were 
lights, and he saw it was the square, and he stopped, leaning 
against the wall before going into it. He found his wallet in 
his hand and he dusted himself down with it. He straightened 
his tie and buttoned his jacket and smoothed his hair, and 
found it wet with vomit. 


He walked across the square as steadily as he could, and ` 


went into the hotel and up to his room. 


He ran the tap and plunged his head in the bowl several 


times till he thought he had got rid of the vomit. Then he 
changed out of his suit and put on a dressing-gown and had 
a look in his wallet and lay down on the bed. ۱ 

He heard eight o’clock strike from the Scottish mission 
church. Only an hour since the boy had first told him. Then 
nine o’clock struck, and ten. He lay there all night. The 
servant found him like that, still awake and in his dressing- 
gown, in the morning, 7 


2 


He thought that if they had taken all his money, he could 
explain it to himself. But they hadn’t done that; they had 
taken only the small notes; more in the nature of recompen- 
sing themselves for their trouble. He shied away for quite a 
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Jong time from the explanation that seemed to make most 
sense. 

There were so many new problems here that he thought 
he ought to proceed on the assumption that, right from the 
beginning, someone had made a mistake. He assumed first 
that it was the Tibetans. 

A party of four people had been found dead after an 
avalanche. The party had been wrongly identified as a party 
of missing British people. A message to that effect had gone 
off to Lhasa. When the error had been discovered, it had 
taken time to rectify. Communications were bad. Everything 
had to be checked and double-checked by Lhasa before the 
error could be admitted. And in the meantime they would 
give no information. 

Well. It was one explanation, as reasonable as any other. 
More reasonable, in a way. For here were human error and 


{ bureaucracy and procrastination. He had met them all in 
| India, and he supposed you could find the same in Tibet. But 
| what, in that case, had happened to the British party? Five 


months had passed since December. Why had they not come 
out of the.country? ۱ 

There was no answer to that, so he began assuming on 
another tack. He assumed that the boy Ringling had made the 
mistake. Ringling had observed a party of four people join his 
caravan, and thought he had heard them talking English. He 
had been half asleep when he heard them. T hey had gone off 
with their guides. Then, according to this assumption, the 
people he had seen must have been four other people. They 
were three other men and one other woman, and they had 
not been talking English. 

Houston didn’t like this assumption. The boy would know 
if they had spoken English. He had no reason to lie. And, 
Houston had given no details himself. The boy had supplied 
them: the three men, the woman, one of the men sick. ۱ 

So the Tibetans had reported the party dead in October, 
and Ringling had seen them alive in December. And after he 
had been to see Ringling to hear this story, he had been 
attacked. The men had been waiting for him; they had been 
more intent on beating him up than on robbing him. And in 
fact they had robbed him of very little. 
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Houston thought he could see a pattern in this. He was still 
trying to think where it got him when a voice said softly in his 
ear, ‘Sahib, your tea. You have not drunk your tea, sahib. " 


It is nine o’clock.’ 


Houston looked about him and saw daylight in the room, 
and thanked the servant and got up. The walls lurched a bit. _ 


His head was still pounding vilely and his stomach felt badly 
bruised. He took off his dressing-gown and examined it. There 
was only slight reddening; but his eye, in the mirror, was more 


spectacular. An angry purple contusion rose between eyelid | 








and temple. He thought he had better wear dark glasses today. — 


He washed and shaved and dressed and sat down for a 
moment to recover from these exertions and to allow the 
furniture to get back in place. He thought he had better eat 
something. He had had nothing since lunchtime in Darjeeling 
the day before. He went rather carefully down the stairs and 
into the dining-room and had fruit juice and warm rolls and 
coffee, and managed to get back to his room just in time to 
bring them up again. 

He sat in a cane chair, trembling and faint and wiped his 


sweating forehead. He didn’t know what he was going to do f 
about this. He thought he had better not stay in Kalimpong | 


today. He had to go somewhere and think. 

He went downstairs and out on to the hotel steps and 
looked out over the brilliant, bustling square and tried to 
make a plan that would get him through the day. 

“Hello, sahib. Where we go today?’ 

He saw that here was a problem even more urgent than 
how he would occupy his time all day; and to get rid of the 
boy said the first thing that came in his head. i 

‘Sorry, me lad. I’m going to Darjeeling.’ 

‘Oh, sahib, you’ve just come back.’ 

‘Well, Pm going again.’ 

‘Well. I keep the bus for you, sahib. I see you catch it.’ 

Houston cursed dully, head thumping in the sharp sunlight 
as he followed Bozeling across the square. It would have to 
be Darjeeling, then. But one place as good as another today, 
he thought; and perhaps he could think on the bus. 

It was a magnificent day, high cloudless sky, the great 
round hills lush and plump with spring. The bus stopped 
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frequently at villages on the way, passengers got in and out, 
jostling, chattering, joking, the whole world delighted to be 
about its business on such a day. Houston sat leaden in his 
seat, counting the swinging hammer blows in his head and 
trying to control the nausea in his stomach. 

They were alive. They had been alive in December. They 
had travelled without guides in December. And then guides 
had appeared for them, and they had left the caravan. But 
why leave it? They had walked all day with it in a blizzard. 
Why leave it when guides were available to carry the sick 
man? Because the guides not guides; because the guides men 


` sent to bring them back.... 


He thought he could go on indefinitely with this pre- 
posterous daydream, and suddenly realized how preposterous 
it was, and pulled himself together. The situation, from a 
certain point of view, was not without humour: himself fed 
up, frigged up and far from home, taking an unnecessary 
journey to Darjeeling to escape the attention of one single 
small Sherpa. ۱ 

And with regard to the robbers: why shouldn’t they take 
only his small notes? They were only small robbers. They were 
robbers without shoes. Large notes would be an embarrass- 
ment to such robbers. And with regard to Ringling’s story — 
he must at some time have mentioned himself what he was 
looking for, and Bozeling had heard him and had told his 
brother, and his brother had been happy to provide the right 
answers. 

This explanation in the clear light of day seemed so very 
much more convincing than’ any of his cockeyed assumptions 
of the night before that he felt himself smiling suddenly with 
a sense of jubilant release. 

‘It is very amusing, sif, isn’t it, to see the goats playing?’ 

He had been addressed by a slender young Bengali; he wore 
a European shirt and trousers and his eyes glistened gaily 
behind steel-rimmed spectacles. ۱ 

‘The goats?’ 

‘On the hills.’ 

The bus was groaning up an incline, along the steep green 
sides of which a flock of goats bucked and kicked skittishly. 

Houston said hastily, ‘Oh, very. Very amusing indeed.’ 


63 











) 
j 







۲ 
f, 








i 


۳ oo 
ی ہہ‎ pon $ 


‘I saw you smiling at the spectacle. It always makes me 
smile also. But they are very useful animals, most essential to 


our economy, sit.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘Oh, yes. I am studying the goat at the moment.’ 

‘You're a vet, are you?’ 

‘Oh, no, sir, I am not a vet,’ the young Bengali said, politely 
covering his amusement with a thin brown hand. ‘I am a 
teacher.’ 

‘Are you?’ Houston said, glad to be taken out of himself. 
‘So am I.’ 

‘Oh, indeed. This is a pleasant meeting, sir. My name is 
Mr Pannikar,’ the Bengali said, extending his hand. 

Houston said his name was Houston, and shook it. 

‘And what business brings you here, Mr Houston, if I may 
ask?’ ۱ 

Suddenly, Houston wanted to tell him; all of it. He didn’t 


quite do that, but he heard his own voice, with some surprise, _ 
explaining that his brother and three friends had gone to — 
Tibet last year and had not yet returned, and that he had come | 


to find out why. 


“Ah, yes, I see. There ate many difficulties with the Tibetans 1 


these days.’ 
“All these omens, you mean?’ 


‘Oh, the omens and prophecies. I don’t listen to such | 


childish things myself. The key to the situation is the Chinese. 


They feel that Tibet belongs to them. Of course. this makes — 
the Tibetans very nervous. They feel they must bend over | 


| 


backwards not to offend the Chinese. I expect this is what yout 
brother has found, Mr Houston?’ 

‘How do you mean?’ 

‘They are regarding him as a spy, are they?’ : 

‘A spy?’ Houston said, taken aback. < Why should they?’ 


“Oh, forgive me, sir. I do not know the facts of the case. 19 


merely thought, if they won’t allow him to go just ۰ 
I don’t know if you read Chinese, Mr Houston?’ 

Houston said he didn’t. 

1 am studying the language. I sometimes see the 5 
Daily from Peking. They are very suspicious people the 
Chinese, and they think every European in Tibet is a spy: 
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They quite often print names of people. This is what makes 
the Tibetans so nervous.’ 

‘You think that’s why they won’t let him out?’ 

‘I have no idea at all, Mr Houston. It was only a suggestion. 
Have they told you anything?’ 

‘Nothing at al. .: 

‘Ah. That is understandable. And they would naturally try 
to discourage you from making inquiries. They certainly don’t 
want any international incident or bad publicity this year. But 
it’s possible they might be holding them for an inquiry to 
convince the Chinese.... What exactly was your brother doing 
in Tibet, Mr Houston?’ 

Houston told him; and presently went on to tell him what 
subjects he taught in school, and heard what subjects Mr 
Pannikar taught, and learned a good deal more about the 
Indian goat; and he realized the situation had turned upside 
down again. He realized something else also. Every bit of 
straw-clutching, every bit of hope that Hugh might be alive 
was followed instantly by a reaction of dismay, of reluctance 
to pursue it. And as he sat and chatted with Mr Pannikar he 
came suddenly upon the reason. 

If Hugh was dead, there was nothing he could do about it. 
If Hugh was alive, there was still nothing he could do about 


. it, He dare not produce evidence that he was alive; for then, 


whoever had said he was dead would be forced to prove it. 
There was only one effective way of doing that. He didn’t 
think they wanted to take that step. He thought last night's 
little encounter might have been designed to dissuade him 
from pushing them into taking such a step. 

So to keep Hugh alive he must pretend he was dead. And 
to pretend he was dead, he would have to go home. But how 
could he go home, believing Hugh to be alive? And how 
could he stay, knowing that he might contribute to his death? 

He couldn’t go, he couldn’t stay. He wondered in that case 
where in God’s name he could go to.escape from this limbo, 
and suddenly realized where he would go, and paused in mid- 
flow. 

Mr Pannikar looked at him inquiringly. ‘You were telling 
me about a greetings card you had done.’ 

‘There was a border on it. I copied it from a tile in the 
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British Museum, an Indian tile. It attracted mote interest than 
anything else I did last year,’ Houston said, staring at him in 
shock and amazement. 

‘Oh, that is very interesting,” Mr Pannikar’ said, smiling a 
little uncertainly at the strange expression on his face. ‘It is 
most interesting indeed. What a pity we have arrived in 
Darjeeling. Speaking for myself, I have found the conversation 
most stimulating.’ 

‘Very stimulating indeed,’ Houston said. 

‘I wonder if you would care to enter into a correspondence 
when you return to England. I have my card here.’ 

Houston did not have a card, but he wrote his name and 
address in Mr Pannikar’s notebook, and shook hands with 
him and wandered away from the bus station in a daze. 

He saw a bookshop in The Mall and walked over to it, 
telling himself that there was no harm whatever in playing 
with the idea, and bought a twenty-five miles to the inch 
map, and turned into the Mount Everest Hotel with it. He 


- wondered if he could keep a gin and tonic down, and ordered 
_ one and opened out the map. 


Yamdring was a few inches across the Tibet frontier, not 
more than six inches from Darjeeling, from where he sat in 
the Mount Everest Hotel with his gin and tonic. A hundred 
and fifty miles as the crow flew; under an hour in a plane. 

He felt his heart beginning to thud. He took a cautious sip 
at his gin and tonic. He lit a cigarette. 

He wondered how many miles it really was, and how long, 
going deviously, it would take. Ten days, a fortnight. There 


and back in a month. He had been away nearly two months 
already. 


He finished his gin and tonic without ill effects, and an ` 


hour later tackled a light lunch, and managéd to retain that 
also. He went back to Kalimpong on the afternoon bus. 


He found his way back to the house that night, and took a 
large monkey wrench with him, against contingencies; he had 
bought it in a garage in the town before dinner. 

He took the youth through his story again, and could find 
no variation. There were also no additions, which seemed to 


him satisfactory; he had offered various bits of information ` 
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which could have been embellished if the boy were lying or 
merely anxious to please. 

He said at last, “Ringling, you know the way to Yanadring?’ 

‘Yes, sahib. I’ve been there many times.’ 

‘Could you take me there?’ 

‘If you-get,a chitty, sahib, yes. I need to mention it to 
Michaelson Sahib.’ 

‘Without a ea Without mentioning it to Michaelson 
Sahib.’ 

The boy grinned at inta uncertainly. 

‘We both need chitties, sahib. You can’t get into Tibet 
without one.’ 

“Across the border, secretly. The two of us. No chitties.’ 

‘I don’t understand, sahib.’ ۱ 

Houston made it clearer. 

The boy was sweating slightly when he had finished, and 
his smile was a pale shadow of itself. He went out and brought 
a bottle of arak and poured two glasses, an drank off his own 
right away. 

‘It’s very dangerous, sahib, he said at last. 

‘Pd pay you well for the risk.’ 

‘Dangerous fot you. Have you ever climbed high?’ 

‘Not very high.’ 

“Maybe we have to go over twenty thousand feet. I don’t 
know if you could manage it, sahib.’ 

‘It would be a good time to learn,’ Houston said, smiling 
faintly. 

The boy shook his head. He drank another glass of arak. 
He said, ‘Could you get’a chitty for Sikkim, sahib?’ 

‘I could try. Why?’ 

‘There ate mountains there. If you 3 a few days at ten 
thousand feet, maybe we could tell.’ 

‘All right,’ Houston said. ‘Pll try.’ 

He kept the monkey wrench in his hand all the way back. 
But nobody was waiting for him this time. 


3 


Houston went to Calcutta a few days later. He went to his 


‘bank, Barclay’s Peninsular, and drew out three hundred and 
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fifty pounds in fifty-rupee notes, and changed two hundred © 
pounds’ worth of these at other banks for two- and five-rupee — 
notes. He booked in again at the Great Eastern and had a — 


shower and left his suitcase there; and then he went to see 


Lister-Lawrence. 
He had telephoned him already from Kalimpong, and had 


explained what he wanted. The official had not sounded very ۰ 


encouraging; and was scarcely more so now. 

‘Sorry, old chap. No joy.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘No reason. They just don’t want you. I did explain that 
Hopkinson can’t hand out the chitties himself. If Tibet 
doesn’t want you, then Sikkim won’t, either. They work in 
very closely with each other.’ 

‘But what trouble would I give? All I want is to see the 
sirdar of this caravan in Gangtok and hear his deposition and 
get him to make his mark. I’ve told you all this.’ 

‘And I told Hopkinson. ‘And I expect he told the visa 


` authorities. They just don’t seem to want to know you, old | 
boy. Of course there’s nothing to stop you writing to this man | 


in Gangtok.’ 
‘I want to see him.’ 


“Yes. Well,’ Lister-Lawrence said, standing up. ‘I’ve got “ 


rather a lot on just now.... If you’ll take a word of advice | 
you'll pack up and go home. You’ve done all anyone could 
expect.’ | 

‘TI think about it.’ 

‘Do that. And look in to see me before you go, won't 
your’ 


“Before I go,’ Houston said. 


Five days after leaving Kalimpong, he was back. Ringling 
met him as he got off the bus in the square. 

“All well, sahib?’ 

‘All well, Ringling.’ 

‘You have the chitty?’ 

‘Tl tell you about it later.’ 

‘And the money, in*small notes.’ 


come and see you tonight.’ 
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He had started packing when they rang up to tell him 
Michaelson was below. He went down, cursing. 

‘Hello, sport. Why didn’t you say you were going to 
Calcutta?’ 

‘Something cropped up in a hurry.’ 

‘Something cropped up here, too,’ Michaelson said 
gloomily. ‘Come and have a drink.’ 

Michaelson had had another interview with Sangrab over 


s the matter of his black tails; but this time the consul had 


not set himself out to ingratiate. He had merely pointed out . 
that he could not discuss his government’s methods of allo- 
cating licences, and had made a somewhat oblique refer- 
ence to Michaelson’s own methods as being perhaps out of 
date. 

‘Out of date,’ Michaelson said gustily, signalling for another 
round. ‘You know what he means by that? My face doesn’t 
fit round here any more. Maybe none of our white faces will 
fit soon. The bloody Indians have their own government 
NOW 

Houston said nothing, waiting for Michaelson to take him- 
self off. 

‘There’s no government behind me, sport. Fm just bloody 
old Michaelson who’s been giving them a living for thirty 
years. Even my teamsters are leaving. Your friend Ringling - 
a bloody family I’ve kept for years.’ 3 

‘Where’s he going?’ . 2 

‘Christ knows. Climbing, he says. Won’t be able to oblige 
me for the next two trips. My oath!’ 

‘Youd take him on again, would you?’ 

‘You’ve got it wrong, sport,’ Michaelson said with morbid 
hilarity. ‘I don’t take people on any more. They take me on. 
Ah, it’s time I left this sodding place.... Just let me get my 
hands on a bit of money, and watch me!’ 

‘Well. , . . I should be packing myself.’ 

‘One for the road,’ Michaelson said. 


It was after nine before he was tid of him, and his head was 
swimming. He went up to his room, collected his papers, pass- 
port and flight return ticket and tied them with string and 


brown paper. He addressed the parcel to himself at the Great 
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Eastern in Calcutta, and wrote ‘registered post? on top, and _ 





paused. 

It looked a bit on the slim side. More bulk was needed to 
provide a reason why he should not be carrying it with him; 
so he untied the parcel and included a suit and odds and 
ends until he was satisfied. He wondered what else he might 
have overlooked, and cursed Michaelson for befuddling his 
wits when he needed them most. 


He had promised Ringling a hundred pounds for the trip. | 
. He thought in view of the changed circumstances he had 


better make it a hundred and fifty, and unlocked the case and 
took out the larger notes. He went downstairs with the parcel 
and the suitcase of money, and told them to lock up the case 
overnight. He sealed the parcel with hot wax at the reception 
desk and left it there for posting next day. j 

‘Tm going back to Calcutta tomorrow,’ he told the clerk. 
‘Td like the bill made up tonight.’ 

‘Yes, sahib.’ 

‘And an early shake in the morning. I want to catch the 
seven-thirty bus for Gielle-Khola.’ ; 

His voice was showing a tendency to boom, and he thought 
he might be overdoing it, but the clerk seemed to notice noth- 
ing out of the ordinary. 

“Seven-thirty, sahib. Gielle-Khola.’ 

. “That's it? Houston said; and went out to tell the boy. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


I 


THE first stop from Kalimpong to Gielle-Khola is at the 
village of Gelong, some six and a half miles away. It is a small,. 
pleasant spot on the east bank of the Teesta tiver, less hilly. 
than Kalimpong and for that reason the site of the polo 
ground and country club of the former European Sporting 
Society. There is a comfortable rest house and a smattering of 
summer bungalows. Houston got off here. 


He sat on the seat by the bus stop and smoked a cigarette 
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until the bus had gone. He had slept badly, and he felt weary 
and hopeless. The idea of walking into Tibet struck him, as he 
sat with his suitcase and raincoat in the warm and brilliant 
morning, as more preposterous than ever. He waited till the 
alighting passengers had dispersed, and threw away his cigar- 
ette and followed in the direction the bus had taken. 

He walked across the river bridge to where the main road 
forked, left for Gielle-Khola and right for Darjeeling. He 
turned right. After twenty minutes he was sweating in the hot 
and spicy morning. A few people in the fields looked curiously 
at him as he passed with his suitcase and raincoat. He looked 


` sombrely back. 


He spotted the line of telegraph poles marching off over the 
hills to Sikkim on the right, and presently the rough track 
that ran alongside. He turned up this and a few hundred 
yards farther spied the hut. It was built of logs and had a 
corrugated tin roof; a little rusting enamelled plate said it 
belonged to the Department of Posts and Telegraphs. He sat 
down beside the hut in the shade of a free and waited. 

Ringling appeared after about an hour, riding one bicycle 
and propelling another. He had a haversack on his back and 
a large bundle tied to one of the bicycles. 

‘All well, sahib?’ he said, grinning as he dismounted. 

‘Yes. You’re quick,’ Houston said. 

‘The market was empty.’ 

‘Did you manage to get everything?’ 

‘Everything,’ Ringling said, and leaned the bicycles against 
the hut and opened the padlock. 

Once, months before, Ringling had come upon a telegraph 
linesman lying in the road; he had a broken leg. The man had 
given Ringling his key and asked him to run to the hut to 
telephone for help. Ringling had done this, and had also 
seen the man safely to hospital. The linesman had forgotten 
to ask him for the key back, and Ringling for his part had 
not offered it. He had since experimented with several huts 
belonging to the Department of Posts and Telegraphs and had 
found that the key opened them all. 

Houston followed him into the hut and watched as Ringling 
untied the bundle. There were several sets of clothes inside. 
The boy took out a pair of khaki shorts and a dirty olive bush 
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jacket, and shut the door for Houston to change into them. 
He undressed awkwardly, stumbling about between coils of " 


wire and crates of insulators in the cramped and airless space, 
Before dressing, he opened his. suitcase and distributed the 
money between them; there were a hundred pounds each in 
small rupee notes. He stuffed his own share in a body belt. 
The boy repacked the bundle and retied it on the back of 


the bicycle, while Houston walked cautiously up and down ~ 


f 


the track in his new footwear; a pair of old brown officer’s , 


boots that were, Ringling said, in common use among the 
Sherpas. They returned to the hut together to tidy up; and 
both were, thus aware at the same moment of the next, and 
quite unforeseen, problem. They stared at each other. There 
had been no provision for the disposal of the suitcase or the 
discarded clothing. 

Houston cursed Michaelson again. He said, Now what?’ 

The problem was not an easy one. They could not bury the 
suitcase and clothing; for as Ringling pointed out someone 
might find the place and alert the police. They could not 
burn them, for the smoke would be seen, and the operation 
would in any case take too long. 

They decided in the end ona slight change of plan. Ringling 
knew of another track that would take them in-the desired 
direction; it branched off the main road half-way to Darjeeling. 
He would leave Houston to wait at this point while he rode 
into town and deposited the suitcase in the Left Luggage 
Office at the station. Although the diversion would cost them 
the best part of two hours, it had certain advantages, for the 
new track was less hilly and they might even be able to gain 
something in terms of mileage on the day. 

This, accordingly, is what they did. 

(Houston never reclaimed his case, which sat quietly 
awaiting him in the Darjeeling Left Luggage Office for the 
next four years; it ultimately fetched, with its contents, fifty- 
five rupees in a sale of lost property in May 1954.) 


They reached the Sikkim border soon after one o’clock, and 
dismounted and walked along parallel with it for some time. 
Apart from an occasional sign in two languages there was 0 
indication that this was the frontier. The boy was somewhat 
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nervous, however; he said observers were stationed in the 
hills. Houston thought he saw an occasional flash of glasses 
from high up in the green mounds, and was prepared to 
believe him. He had begun, despite his trepidation, to enjoy” 
himself. They were wheeling the bicycles through a lush and 
rolling pasture; the fields sparkled with little wild flowers and 
their scent hung heavily on the air. They had cycled slowly, 
for Ringling had warned him not to extend himself too 
much. All the same he could feel the effect of the unusual 
exercise. He was sweating slightly, and glad of the liberating 
shorts and the light, short-sleeved bush jacket. He was also 
very hungry, with an appetite he had not had for weeks; the - 
boy had said they would stop to eat in Sikkim. 

Ringling had been picking a large posy of flowers, for the 
benefit of any observer, but when they came to the timber he 


got tid of them. He did this in a curious and touching way — 


that Houston was later to recall in very different circum- 
stances. A little stream bisected the wood, and the boy knelt 
by it and cupped his hand in the water and sprinkled a few 
drops on his head and on the flowers; then he cast them into 
the stream. They were carried quickly away. 

Houston did not ask the reason for this performance, and 
the boy did not offer one. He merely got on his bicycle and 
rode across the stream. 

“We can eat now, sahib,’ he said at the other side. 

‘Is this Sikkim?’ 

“Yes. No more India, sahib.’ ۱ 

Houston looked at his watch and saw it was a quarter to 
two. So with only the smallest of ceremonies he had crossed 
his first frontier. The date was 18 April 1950, and he was not 
due to recross it again for a long time. 


2 


The wood extended quite deeply into Sikkim territory, and 
the boy stopped several times to consult his compass. They 
tode slowly and silently on pine cones. But presently the 
ground began to climb steeply and the trees grew denser. 
They got off and pushed, in single file. 

‘Do you know where you’re going?’ Houston asked after 
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half an hour of this. He was breathing heavily and the sweat _ 


was smarting in the creases of his arms and legs. 
‘Everything O.K., sahib,’ the boy said, grinning back over 


his shoulder. ‘Only a small hill. We come to the top soon and " 


ride down. Very nice. You like it.’ 
It was nearly another half hour before they reached the 


top; but as Ringling said, it was very nice and Houston liked 
it. The wood ended abruptly and a broad, smooth hill ran 
into a river valley. The river was quite two miles away; the 
turf sloped gently all the way. They coasted down to it, and 
Houston felt the sweat drying on his body in the cool breeze. 

They passed a flock of goats, but no sign of human habita- 
tion. 

‘Aren’t there any people here?” 

“Yes, people.’ f 

‘Where are they?’ 

‘Plenty of people, sahib. Even in the wood. We don’t stay 
long in Sikkim. How you feel now?’ ۱ 

Houston had been aware earlier of the boy’s nervousness; 
it made him nervous too. 

‘I’m all right. Why?’ 

‘We must cross the river. There are two ways. There is a 
bridge, but we might meet people, or there is a rope bridge. 


It’s much quicker, sahib, but the water is high and you ate — 


heavier than me. You think you’re strong enough?’ 
| ‘I don’t know,’ Houston said, perplexed by these technical 
considerations. ‘ What does it involve?’ 

“There are two ropes. You walk along one and hang on to 
the other with your hands. You hold the bicycle also.’ 

“Whatever you think. Pll give it a try.’ 

The valley, he saw when they were more than half-way 
down, was in effect a vast saucer; it sloped longitudinally as 
well as laterally. The river ran downhill fast. It was sut- 
prisingly wide, fifty yards at least across, the water white and 
foaming. They rode uphill along the bank for a mile or two 
until the river curved and narrowed sharply; the rope bridge 
spanned it at this point. 

They stopped and dismounted. The boy had to shout in 
his ear above the roar of the water. °“ Watch me, sahib. If you 
can’t manage, wave and Dll come back.’ 
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‘All right.’ 

‘PI take your bundle. It will lighten the weight.’ 

Houston watched as the boy tied the bundle to his back and 
picked up the bicycle by the crossbar. With palms still open 
he grasped the upper rope, shaking it to demonstrate the 
hold, and then, feeling for the lower one with his feet, began 
edging sideways across. A few yards from the bank, he seemed 
to learn forward sharply on the upper rope, and turned to 
Houston, mouthing and grinning. His feet were lost in the 
white foam. 

Houston did not very much like the look of it, but he 
nodded and the boy continued across. Half-way, Houston 
lost him in the boiling spray; but he saw the outline emerging 
again at the other side, and presently the boy was on the bank, 
grinning and waving. 

Houston took a deep breath and picked up the bike and 
got moving. The roar of water battering against rock, and 
the flying spray, confused him. He felt for the lower rope 
with his feet and kicked both heels hard against it, and edged 
away. 

A few yards out the rope sagged with his weight and his 
feet were in the water. He hung grimly on to the slimy upper 
rope, feeling the current strong against his boots, and the 
next moment was clutching for his life as his legs were rushed 
from under him. He tilted sharply forward, jack-knifing so 
violently against the crossbar that the breath was knocked 
out of his body. He couldn’t feel his legs in the maelstrom. 
He thought he had lost the lower rope. He kicked frantically, 
and found it, and hung there for a moment, gasping, at an 
angle of forty-five degrees between the quivering ropes. 

He could see the bicycle wheels directly beneath him, and 
feel his legs numbing in the icy water. He thought he had 
better move quickly while he could still hold on to both, and 
inched his way sideways. A few moments later, he was utterly 
alone, both banks lost to sight in the white, rushing tumult. 
He saw then what Ringling had meant about his weight; he 
seemed to be entirely in the river. The solid wall of water 
blinded and half drowned him as he lay spreadeagled on the 
ropes. All his weight was on his arms, and he thought he had 


. better let the bicycle go or he would go himself; but he managed 
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to hang on and presently, in a mindless vacuum, to begin 
moving again. ۱ ۱ ۰ 

Ringling dragged him out at the other side, limp and ex- | 
hausted, and he collapsed on the turf gasping like a spent fish. 

‘Tm sorry, sahib. The river is swollen with snow.’ 

‘Are there any more of them to cross?’ k 

‘Not today. ... We should move on quickly, sahib. We | 
can’t stay here.’ ۱ 

Houston got back on his bicycle and they set off again. 
Having coasted down one side of the valley, they now had to 
ascend the other. The boy steered a diagonal path to keep the 
gradient gentle; even so by the time they reached the top 
Houston felt himself completely done in. 

They came out of the valley to an extraordinary spectacle. 
Beyond, the green hills rose in tiers; gigantic folds of land 
that dipped and fell as far as the eye could see like some 
petrified ocean. Houston’s heart sank. It was now five o’clock 
and they had been going, with only a short break, for six 
hours. He said, ‘How much farther are we riding today?’ 

‘A few miles more, sahib.” 

“Because Pm bloody tired. Do you think it’s a good idea to 
go so hard the first day?’ 

‘We are still near the frontier, sahib. There are people who 
could see us and tell the police.’ : 

‘I haven’t seen any all day.’ 

‘Maybe they see us,’ the boy said, still grinning but shaking 





sahib.’ 

‘All right,’ Houston said. There wasn’t much sense in it. 
He wished the boy would take the grin off his face all the 
same. He was sick of his continuous cheer and the sight of 
anal muscular legs pedalling so tirelessly in front of him 

ay. 

The few miles more took another three houts; it was eight 
o'clock, dark and chill, when they stopped for the night beside 
a small river. Houston practically fell off the bicycle. He sat 





. Sullenly on the turf, every bone in his body aching, while 


the boy went busily about his tasks. He fetched water fot 
tea from the river, and boiled it on a small spirit stove. He 
opened a tin of meat and laid out the sleeping bags. He brought « 
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_ his head obstinately. ‘No sense in getting sent back now, 


mote water in a collapsible rubber bucket and offered it to ۰ 
Houston. 

‘You wash now, sahib. You'll feel better.’ 

‘I couldn’t feel any worse.’ 

“Tomorrow will be easier. We go slowly.’ 

“Whereabouts are we?’ ۱ 

“Thirty miles across the border. Well into Sikkim. It’s been 
a good day, sahib. Tomorrow we go into Nepal.’ 

Houston washed and ate and smoked a cigarette and pre- 
sently did feel very much better. He got into his sleeping bag 
and looked up at the diamond bright stars and an extraordinary 
sense of well-being came over him. He smiled in the darkness, 
astonished at his achievement. Riding a bicycle, he had made 


: measurable progress on the map of the Himalayas. When he 


closed his eyes he could see every mile of it, the great green 
valley that they had gone down and up; the rivers; the tiers 
of rolling hills they had pedalled so slowly across. A good day, 
the boy had said; not so bad for a man who was in no condition 
for this sort of thing. — 

He had a conviction at that moment that he was going to 
manage it, and breathed deeply of the sharp air, intoxicated 
with the vision of himself lying there in the enormous empti- 
ness of the hills with the universe swinging all around, and of 
the further, mysterious places he could reach by going on 
like this, spending himself a little bit at a time. 

He heard a soft snore from the other sleeping bag, and 
eased himself. more blissfully into his own. His arms still 
twitched from the strain of the rope across the river, and the 
bones of his backside were bruised from the saddle. Houston 
moved gently on them; honourable scars, he thought. 

That was the first night. 


3 


Ringling roused him at five the next morning, and he got 
up immediately. He had already been half awake; despite his 
intense fatigue he had slept only fitfully. It was grey and misty, 
the grass wet, the water, fifty yards away, invisible. He washed 
in the bucket and rinsed out his mouth, and they breakfasted 
on the remainder of the meat and a few rings of dried apple. 
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` The boy packed everything while Houston attended to the 
needs of nature and by half past five they were awheel again, 
His backside was acutely tender and every inch of his frame 


seemed to creak, but once he had settled himself in position, 


he got on well enough. There was a certain fascination in 
bicycling through the mist at this hour in this high place; as 
last night, he was keenly aware of his geographical location 
and hungry to pile on mileage. He was also eager to see what 
kind of country they were in. They had climbed steadily 
since leaving the river valley, and he thought they were climb- 
ing now; he had become so accustomed to the pressure on the 
pedals that he could not tell precisely. 

‘How high up are we, Ringling?’ 

‘About eight thousand feet, sahib. How did you sleep?’ 

‘Not too well. Why?’ 

He thought the boy looked a shade moody, but he only 
said, ‘We don’t go so far today. When the mist rises you'll 
see mountains, sahib. Arnalang on the right and Kanchenjunga 
ahead.’ ۱ 

‘Kanchenjunga, Houston said with satisfaction. ‘How far 
into Nepal are we going?’ 

“Only ten miles today.’ ۱ 

“You’re not bothered about being seen so near the border?’ 

“Not up here, sahib. People come and go from Sikkim to 
Nepal. Getting in from India is the problem.’ 

The mist began lifting at nine o’clock, but so slowly that 
Houston was disappointed by what he saw. The mountains 
were a vague jumble of hazy white peaks, with the slightly 
higher peak of Kanchenjunga. By eleven, however, the mist 
had lifted entirely. The sun shone from a high blue sky, and 
the hazy teeth of the mountains became sharp; first white, 
then pink, then gold, then white again. Houston’s heart sang, 
watching these fantastic rampatts, as they cycled slowly 
towards them. 

Fe were riding uphill on springy turf, but frequently 
EA aR the going became too steep. They crossed 
mall rivers, all by log bridge, and stopped to eat in the 

small valley of the last of them. It was covered with rhodo- 
Slee just breaking into flower, pink, red and yellow,, and 
ait yas drowsy with flying insects. Houston lay on his 
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back, aching but profoundly satisfied with his situation. They 
had climbed another thousand feet. They must have put on 
easily twenty miles. He lit a cigarette, but felt somewhat sick 
from his exertions and threw it away half smoked. 

He saw the boy looking at him rather carefully. 

“You want to rest longer, sahib?’ 

“No. Pm ready when you are.’ 

‘Right.’ ۱ 

They joined up with a beaten track after an hour ór two, 
and continued along it, passing occasional men with mules, 
until a few miles from the Nepal frontier, when the boy again 
cautiously turned off. ‘They entered Nepal by way of two 
enormous hills, the last of which again broke Houston’s zest 
for the journey. He was exhausted and irritable when they 
made camp, but again soon recovered himself after washing 
and eating. 

“How high now, Ringling?’ 

‘It’s hard to say, sahib, the boy said, studying the map. 
‘Weve gone up and down. Over ten thousand feet.’ 

‘And how many miles for the day?’ 

“About thirty-five.’ ` 1 

“It’s surely more than that. We were going at it for nearly 
twelve hours.’ 

“We walked a lot of hills, sahib. I didn’t want to tire you.’ 

He had caught the boy looking at him a bit closely once 
or twice, so he had said nothing and got on with his meal. He 
hadn’t much of an appetite and he didn’t feel like a cigarette 
tonight. He thought he had probably done a bit too much 
and that they had gone farther than the boy calculated. He 
turned in as soon as they had eaten. : ۱ 

Again, he slept very badly, tossing and turning most 6 
night, and he was glad to be up in the morning. 

‘How far today?’ he said heavily, when they had started 
again. 

‘Oh, just Walungchung, sahib - fifteen miles.’ 

‘Walungchung. Is that the place where we get the mule?’ 

“Yes, sahib. We change clothes there also. It’s colder.’ 7 

‘Does that mean we climb to get at it?’ 

‘An easy climb, sahib. There is only one bad bit.’ 

They walked steadily uphill along the track for most of the 
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morning, passing an occasional group of men with mules, and 
arrived at the ‘bad bit’ at midday. 


They had entered a rocky defile, and went along it for half 


a mile until it ended in a steep incline of loose shale. Beyond 
the shale was a tock wall, forty or fifty feet high, almost 
vertical and with rough steps cut in it. 


A small caravan was there before them, and they waited ` 


in the narrow, hot defile, until men and mules had gone up, 
The mules went slowly, slipping and halting on the shifting 
slope. Two men climbed the rock wall with ropes; these were 
attached to the mules’ packs, and the animals went up the 


` wall half pulled and half shoved, one at a time. 


Ringling had told him to keep quiet when people were 
around, and he did so, watching the operation with misgiving. 
They waited nearly an hour before they- could begin them- 
selves. The sun was almost overhead and hot on the shale. 
Every two steps Houston took he slipped back one. He stopped 
frequently, sweating and panting, aching in every limb. 

It took him half an hour to negotiate the slope and he 


was almost all in when they came to the rock wall. Ringling - 


had a rope in his pack and he lashed the two bicycles together 
and went up first. Houston followed, holding the machines 
away from the wall. The steps were steep, and the muscles in 
his legs jumping, and once or twice he had to stop, half 
fainting, to hang on to the bicycles. 

It was after two when they finished, and they had not yet 
eaten. -They went off the track into a patch of scrub and 
Houston lay on the ground. 

‘Eat something, sahib.’ 

‘I don’t want anything.’ 

“You’ve done very well. Drink some tea, at least. You'll 
need it.’ ۱ 

‘How much farther have we got to go? 

‘Two, three hours. It’s up a small hill all the way. We can 
test here for a while.’ 

They rested an hour and got moving again. Ringling’s 
small hill turned out to be a slogging, precipitous hell that: 
lasted ‘all of three hours. It was beginning to get dark when 
they got to the top, but far below, in a valley, they could see 
the village. They coasted down to it. ۱ 
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- They reached Walungchung Ghola in fifteen minutes, and 
rode through the village to make camp a mile or two outside. 


~The long freewheeling ride and the excitement of seeing a 


human settlement again restored Houston’s spirits; his tired- 
ness fell away and he quite gaily helped the boy to fetch 
water. The plan was to sell the bicycles and buy a mule, a 
tent and food, and as Ringling was anxious to transact this 
business while the market was still active they merely washed 
and had a mug of tea before he set off. 

Houston took leave of his own bicycle with pleasure. He 
had conceived a violent dislike for it. He hated its shape and 
smell and feel, There were something brutish and unpleasant 
about the broad flat pedals. He detested the handlegrips and 
even more the merciless saddle. Most of all he resented its 
weight. He didn’t think he had ever in his life loathed an 
inanimate object more than this one, and the idea of being free 
of it, of being able to walk on his own and to stop when he felt 
liké it, was so liberating that he began to whistle quite chirpily. 

The camp, all the same, was somewhat rudimentary without 
the bicycles; the two bundles and the haversack lay in a dis- 
consolate small heap. He unpacked the sleeping bags and 
fetched more water for tea and opened the last tin of meat. 

Walungchung Ghola is at an altitude of 10,500 feet, well 
within the tree-line, but the last sizeable village before the 
lifeless rock barrier of the Himalayan plateau. The air was 
brisk and Houston was cold in his shorts and bush jacket. He 
got out one of the padded jerkins and a pair of the long 
woollen stockings that: Ringling had brought, and put them 
on, and sat on his sleeping bag, looking about him. 

They had passed Kanchenjunga on their right during the 
day, and now ahead lay an unbroken line of mountains. In the 
darkening evening they had moved closer, and he felt he 
could almost touch them; the solid, bluish ramparts of ‘Tibet. 

He smiled in the half light, not at all weary or aching now 
but conscious only of a feeling of utter astonishment. On foot 
and on bicycle he had dragged himself to within the shadow 
of these ramparts. In two days more, he would be over them 
and into the mythical land. He didn’t doubt now that he 
could do it, or that he would. One did not have to be an ex- 
plorer ora mountaineer, or very strong, or even very brave. One 
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went each day as far as one could, and recovered, and went | 
on again the next day. He thought he had got the hang of it 
now, and that he could cope with whatever might befall; and he 
wondered what would befall him beyond the blue mountains. 

He thought of Lister-Lawrence in his office in Calcutta, 
and wondered how he would deal with his non-appearance; 
and of Lesley Sellers, coping no doubt with new and pleasur- 
able complications in her flat in Maida Vale, and of Glynis . 
with her little drunk husband in Fulham. He thought also of ۱ 
Stahl in Wardour Street, and of Oliphant, moving about now 
in the familiar sanity of his flat in Baron’s Court, and he shook 
his head in the dusk. They had all played a part in bringing ۱ 
him to this place; he could feel them quite close to him in the 
dusk. 

He thought he had a sudden lightning flash of the pattern 
beneath this affair, and of his place in it at the moment, and 
of its continuation, but it went before he could grasp it; he sat 
for quite a long time in the lingering half-light trying to find 
the warm disturbed place in his mind. ۱ 
_ Of all the moments of his journey, this was the one that | 
Houston later remembered the best: the vision of himself 
sitting there on his sleeping bag beneath the ramparts of | ۱ 
Tibet, with, all around him, the world disappearing into dark- 1 
ness, and the impression that he had glimpsed a destiny that | 
was neither pleasant nor unpleasant, but merely inevitable. 


_ He was already sick then from the altitude but did not know 
it. 


f Di They spent the next night twelve miles away in a cave at 
/ the foot of the mountains, and were up in the darkness at 
four o’clock to begin the ascent. By three o’clock they had 
climbed 2,500 feet, and were in Tibet. 
That was 22 April 1950. 
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A study of the relevant map section today (General Staff 
Geographical Section, Series 4646, Sheets NG and NG 45) 


shows clearly enough the route taken by Houston on his out- ۱ 
ward journey. ۱ 
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It was not a route Ringling had ever taken before, but it 
seemed to him to have many attractions. It was short (only 
seventy-eight miles from Darjeeling to Walungchung Ghola), 
it neatly shaved off a corner of protected Sikkim, and it placed 
them at a point in Nepal where they had little to fear from 
border police. Also it led in a direct line to Yamdring. 

It was not until they had crossed the Tibetan border that 
he had any doubts about it. 

They had crossed the border at a point twelve miles north- 
east of Walungchung Ghola (that is; fifteen miles west of the 
88th meridian); this route as GSGS 4646 NG indicates leads 
directly to the series of impassable ridges shown as Contour 
18. Ringling, however, did not have GSGS 4646 NG. He had 
the map Houston had bought in Darjeeling. This was a 
section of an earlier survey (Hind 5000 TBT 14) and instead 
of Contour 18 it showed merely rising ground broken by an 
unnamed pass at 15,000 feet. 

This was the pass they were making for. 


Houston realized something was wrong with him at eight 
o’clock. They had pitched the tent on a bit of level ground 
between boulders at 14,000 feet. Ringling had turned in as 
soon as they had eaten, and had gone to sleep immediately. 
Houston lay listening to him. He was numb with cold and his 
head ached. His chest ached also. It had been giving him 
trouble since early afternoon. He thought he had strained it 
during the climb, and presently tried to sit up to get into a 
more comfortable position. 

He found he couldn’t move. 

He lay wincing in the darkness, alarmed at the fire that 
leapt in his chest. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong 
with his breathing. He waited for the pain to subside before 
cautiously trying again. 

This time he gasped out loud, and lay back, breathing very 
quickly. His chest was tight and constricted as if someone 
was sitting on it. a 

‘He managed to work his arm out of the bag after a minute 
or two, and shook Ringling beside him. The boy came awake 
immediately. 

‘What is it, sahib?’ 
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‘Get me up, will you? I can’t move.’ - 

The boy came out of the bag fast and switched on a torch 
and hoisted him up. ‘ Where is the pain, sahib?’ 

‘In my chest.’ 

The boy studied him silently in the torchlight. 

‘1 think I wrenched it, Houston said with difficulty. ‘Dur- 
ing the climb.’ 

‘It’s the altitude, sahib.’ 

‘No, it isn’t that... . It just came on me.’ 

‘You’ve been sick for days. It’s your heart,’ the boy said, 
moodily. 

‘What the hell do you mean?’ 

‘It won’t let you sleep or eat. It’s going too fast. It’s getting 
tired.’ 

The moment he said it, Houston knew it was so. He could 
feel it now, unpleasantly swollen, and pumping heavily. It 
seemed to fill his chest. 

‘Pye been watching you, sahib, the boy said. “There was 
nothing to be done. There is a pass ahead of us, and then we 
go down to eleven thousand feet. I thought we could stay 
there till you got well.’ 

- Houston looked at him with his hand on his heart, and 
licked his lips. 

‘It means we have to climb another thousand feet to get to 
the pass, sahib, but you can ride the mule.’ ۱ 

‘Will my heart stand up to that?’ 

‘I don’t know. We’d better see how you are in the morning, 
sahib. Sit up for tonight. Like this.’ 

He arranged the bundles at Houston’s back, and Houston 
sat up for the night. He dozed off once or twice, and woke 
up, and called for Ringling to rub his back and arms in the 
numbing cold, and somehow got through it. 

At five o’clock Ringling boiled a pan of snow for tea, and 
fed the mule, and they had a mess of tsampa (barley, flour) in 
the tea that he had bought in the village. Houston was sick as 
soon as he had eaten and lay with his back against a boulder 
while Ringling packed the tent. But he did not feel as badly as 
he expected when he was levered to his feet. 

The boy hoisted him on the mule, and Houston leaned back 

against his arm, breathing quickly in the freezing blackness. 
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‘What do you think, then, sahib?’ 

Houston said, ‘I don’t know. How far is it to this pass?’ 

‘About three hours. It should be light when we get there. 
We could be down to eleven thousand feet by midday, sahib. 
How is the heart?’ 

‘Not so bad,’ Houston said. He could feel it labouring 
away in his chest. He didn’t know what difference an extra 
thousand feet would make, but there was little effort in sitting 
on the mule. ۵ 

‘You want to try, then?’ 

‘All right.’ 

The boy slapped the mule gently. They set off in the dark- 
ness for the pass. 


CHAPTER. FIVE 


I 


Ir had not snowed during the night, and it had still not begun 
at daybreak. At half past eight Ringling stopped to get his 
beatings while he could. There was a mildness in the air that he 
did not like. He thought that when the snow came there would 
be a lot of it. 

He was by no means happy at the position. He knew his 
compass was a few points out, but he had made a rough 
correction and nothing that he could see tallied with the map. 
They had been trudging for three hours, and he thought they 
must have climbed well beyond fifteen thousand feet. There 
was still no sign of the pass. Even in the dark, the white, 
featureless hills had glimmered quite steeply on both sides. In 
the light he could see that one of them towered still thousands 
of feet above them. ۱ 

He didn’t like the feel of the ground underfoot - he had 
gone up to his waist several times — and he didn’t like the look 
of Houston. He was slumped over the mule’s neck in a semi- 
stupor and his face was bluish. Above all, Ringling did not 
like the map. 

He swore softly to himself, looking about him. 
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He heard Houston grunting, and levered him up again 
on the mule’s back. He said in his ear, ‘Not long now, 
sahib.” Houston closed his eyes, but the boy saw he was still 
conscious. 7 

He swore again. All would be well when they had lost a 
few thousand feet; but it was plain that for the moment he 
could not safely go up very much farther. He didn’t know 
what was for the best: to go on of to go back. 

But since they had come so far, he thought they should try 
for another hour. Then if there was still no sign of the pass — 
back down again, quickly. 

He slapped the mule, and they set off once more. 

By half past nine, the summit was in sight, so they kept on 
till they reached it. It was after ten when they came out of the 
valley, and when he looked below him his heart sank like a 
stone. The ground sloped steeply, and went up again just as 
steeply: a series of ridges extended as far as he could see. He 
thought there might be a way out along the valley floor, but 
he did not like the look of the floor. There would be crevasses: 
it might even be one huge snow-bridged ravine. 

He turned the mule round and they went back again right 
away. They went quickly, keeping to their own tracks, and by 
half past eleven had come to their camp of the previous night. 
Ringling did not stop. He ate a handful of dry tsampa, and 
butted the mule threateningly with his elbow when it turned 

its head to look at him. But presently he relented and gave the 


animal a handful, too, for it had carried the deadweight of 
Houston unprotestingly. ۱ 


Houston himself did not need anything. He was uncon- | 


scious. 


They stopped for the day on a rock ledge at twelve thousand 
feet. Ringling thought they must have left Tibet, but did not 
know precisely or even care. He was exhausted and worried, 
and he hurried to get the tent up. Houston had fallen off the 
mule when they stopped, and was lying on his side, back and 
front already thickly encrusted with snow. It had started to 
snow at midday, and despite the rising wind and the cold had 
continued. 


The tough black yak-hide tent bellied like a ‘sail in the 
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freezing wind and it took him over ten minutes to erect. There 
was ice under the snow on the ledge, and he hammered in the 
metal pegs with the back of the axe, using the axe itself as a 
final retainer. 

He dragged Houston inside and sat him up against his knee 
while he unpacked the bedding. His breathing was dry and 
rustling, and he thought he had better try to get some liquid 
into him. He put his own rolled sleeping bag and the bundles 
at his back and collected a pan of snow and set it to heat on ` 
the spirit stove. He had bought tea bricks in Walungchung 
Ghola and a large cake of yak butter, and he pated off half 
a handful of each and stirred them in the water. He poured 
tsampa in his own mug and a drop of arak in Houston’s, and 
took him in his arms and tried to get him to drink. 

He thought he took some of it and that his breathing and 
colour improved a bit, but the failing light and rising wind 
made it hard to tell. There was a pinched look about the nose 
and lips that he did not like. 

He took off Houston’s boots and rubbed his feet and put 
him in his sleeping bag and tied it up. He felt half frozen 
himself, and his tea was cold. He heated it again on the stove, . 
and lit a lamp, and sat crouched on his bag, drinking the tea 
and watching Houston. The pitch of the wind outside threat- 
ened something more than a quick blow. He doubted if they 
would be moving again for two of three days. He wondered 
what he had let himself in for. 


2 


Houston’s coma lasted (Ringling told him) for two days. 
He was aware from time to time of the boy lifting him and 
rubbing him and of his mouth and throat protesting as hot 
liquid flowed into him, and of a creaking, aching constriction 
in his chest. And then quite suddenly he was aware of many 
things more: a small yellow lamp flickering on swaying black 
walls, a blast of cold air coming in from the grey-black slit 


-in the wall, a thin monkey face with an anxious grin bending 


over him. 
‘How you feel now, sahib?’ 
‘What’s happening?’ 
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been ill a couple of days. We rested up in a bliz- g‏ عبنم 
zard. 1‏ 

The boy turned away and reappeared with a mug and 
crouched down beside him. ; 

‘Here, sahib, drink.’ 

There was tsampa in the tea, and he chewed it and began to 


‘How you feel, sahib?’ 

‘Not good.’ 

“Try and swallow it. You'll feel better soon.’ 

He knew he wouldn’t feel better soon, but he tried to 
swallow. The nausea seemed to come sweeping up from his 
boots, and he turned his head just in time. The vomit shot — 
out in a warm stream and he heard the boy hissing anxiously ` 
as he held his heaving body. He fell back again weakly and | 
wished it would all recede once more. 

He said, ‘I’m sorry,’ with eyes closed. 

The boy said nothing, but he felt the arm withdrawn. He 
opened his eyes presently. The boy was looking at him. 1 
‘Where are we?’ 1 

‘1 don’t know, sahib. The map was wrong.’ 

‘In Tibet?’ l 

‘Maybe.’ 

He remembered wishing oncé before that the boy would 
take the grin off his face, and wondered again what in hell 
he found so funny. But then he saw that the boy grinned 
when he did not know what else to do, so he said, “Is the 
blizzard off now?’ ۱ 

‘Just finishing now, sahib.’ 

‘What time is it?’ 

“Three o'clock. It’s the afternoon. You've got to eat some- 
thing, sahib. You don’t eat, we can’t move. You’re very weak. | 

“All right.’ ۱ 

Houston closed his eyes, and when he opened them again 
the boy was bending over him with another mug of tea. He 
could feel the tsampa thick inside and forced himself to take 
it. He drank the lot and lay back again quickly, willing himself 
to keep it down. It turned and rumbled inside him, the rancid 
taste of the greasy butter -rising in his throat. He kept his eyes 
tight shut and his mouth tight shut and imagined himself out 


88 








` feel sick immediately. The boy watched him. 
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in the wind and the snow wanting nothing so much as to be 
in a sleeping bag with a mug of tea and tsampa and a fine big 
piece of stinking yak butter, and it worked for the best part of 
half an hour, until his stomach suddenly gave a single dia- 
bolical turn that seemed to squirt it at pressure out of his 
nose as well as his mouth before he had time to get his head up 
out of the bag. 

The boy had been hovering, however, and almost jerked 
his head off getting the rubber bucket in position in time. 

Houston opened his eyes again after a minute or two and 
found the boy carefully studying the contents of the bucket. 

‘Very good, sahib. You kept some back.’ 

‘For a rainy day,’ Houston said. 

He thought he was on the mend. 


3 


When he got back to England again in 1951, Houston found 


| ` he was ten days ‘slow’: he had kept a sort of check while 
= he was away and he had in some way lost these days. He could 
account fot three of them in the hospital at Chumbi, and for 


perhaps six more during the time he lived under the ground 
with the girl; but he thought he had probably lost one also on 
the outward journey. It seemed to him likely that while he 
was in a coma, Ringling, too, had gone to sleep for a com- 
plete day and had forgotten about it. (He saw him do this 
later.) 

At all events he subsequently altered from 27 to 28 April 
the date when they set off again, allowing two clear weeks 
in the mountains before the next verifiable date (12 May). 

He did not take a very active part in events for most of 
these two weeks. He lay on the mule by day and wherever he 
was put at night, and just at the time when he recovered 
himself and could have taken his share of the chores, they 
ran out of food. This was not an important setback, but it 
was one that Ringling had to cope with alone. Houston stayed 
by himself in a cave for two days. : 

Having lost faith entirely in the map, Ringling was proceed- 
ing by instinct and his own mountain lore. They had gone 
back down the track to Walungchung Ghola until they had 
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found another, branching off to the west. This took me | 
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parallel with the frontier and around the Kang-la massif. They 
had Kang-la in sight for four days until they went high again 
themselves and lost it in the jungle of white peaks. 

They went up to nineteen thousand feet, and although 

Houston felt dazed and headachy and was as weak as a child, 
he was able to retain most of his food and was not prostrated 
again. 
Ringling had reckoned a week to get through the mountains 
(he could have done it in four days himself), and even though 
Houston was not eating his share, it was obvious that the 
food would not last. 

They went off the track in a wild and desolate region to 
look for a cave (for the boy was nervous of showing the tent 
during the day), and when they found one, he installed 
Houston as comfortably as he could, and slept there the night 
himself and went off with the mule in the morning. 

They had been travelling in a thick mist all the previous 


` day, and it was still thick when he left. There was nothing 


to identify this bit of mountain from any other, and Houston 
wondered if he would ever see him again. But the boy turned 
up on the second: day, at dusk, grinning, with the mule and 
food and news. ۱ ۱ 

Below the mountain was a village called Shonyang, and 


he had been able to get his bearings there. By taking a lower ۰ 
road they could reach Yamdring in four days; it would take » 
them six if they kept to the mountains. It was summer down | 
below. The sun shone. The sky was blue, the barley stood { 


green in the fields. There was also considerable excitement 
there. The governor of the province had himself just visited 
on a tour of inspection. He had inspected the fields and the 
roads and the jail. He had also inspected the police force, and 
had augmented it, and had in addition left a runner from 
his own staff with orders to return at once to Hodzo Dzong 
(Fort Hodzo, the capital of the province) if any strangers from 
the outside world should appear. Ringling had found considet- 


able difficulty in buying food, for the governor’s directions © 


had been taken as a general warning against all strangets. 
¢ ۰ 
Does that mean,’ Houston said, ‘we’re going to havê 
trouble at Yamdring?’ 
ouble at Yamdring: 
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‘J don’t know, sahib. Yamdring is a big place. There are 
always pilgrims and beggars there.’ 

‘Do you think they know I’m in the country?’ 

Ringling shrugged. ‘It’s a year of bad omen, sahib. They 
don’t want any strangers here. The next pass is Kotchin-la 
_a bad mountain. There are devils there and people are afraid.’ 

Houston saw the boy was not too happy himself at being 
so close to this bad mountain, for he enlarged once more on 
the felicities of the lower route. Houston thought they had 
better keep to the mountains all the same. Spi 

The boy accepted his decision with the most muted of grins, 
and turned in sombrely after he had eaten. Houston stayed 
awake quite a long time himself. His sickness and the days of 
wandering high above the clouds had made the warm world 
he had left behind him curiously remote. That the boy should 
have climbed down into it and returned again all in the space 
of three or four meals while he had lain with his thoughts in 
the bare and self-contained world of sleeping bag and spirit 
stove moved him strangely. 

| It was all going on down there still, another plane of 
| existence, like a continuous film in some lower hall; he could 
almost feel the muffled vibrations coming up through the 
miles of rock to his stretched-out body lying solidly on the 
roof of this other world where the sun still shone and skies 
were blue and fields green, and the human termites went 
warmly and ceaselessly about their activities. 

He went down after a while for a closer look himself, and 
found himself in Fitzmaurice Crescent, at night. He let himself 
into the flat and walked familiarly round it, opening doors and 
switching on lights. He remembered every corner of it. He 
remembered the smell of it. It made him restless again, the old 
lonely restlessness of summer, and he went out again, closing 
the door behind him, and walked down to the Kensington 
High Street. Crowds teemed on the pavements and he walked 
with them past the lighted windows of John Barker’s and 
Derry and Tom’s and Pontings. The Belisha beacons wete 
winking, a long double line of them, not quite in phase. He 
saw it had been raining, for the road glistened. It was crowded 
with traffic. He didn’t know where he was walking and he 
` didn’t want it to be night, so he made an effort and it was day. 
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He was in a boat, on a lake, and he thought it must be A 
Regent’s Park, for he had not been rowing with her anywhere- 
else, and she was laughing at something he had said. He was 
laughing himself and he shipped the oars and took a breather, - 
looking at her. She was very brown. She had.been very brown 
at Roehampton, the day before. She wore a halter neck. She 
was wearing a new kind of lipstick, orangy. He could smell 
the sun on the water and on the boat and the not-unpleasant 
odour of his own sweat. The sky was high and blue and it was 
going to continue for days, and he had an idea she would be 
coming back to the flat with him. It was greenish, her dress, 
` linen, with a freshly washed, ironed look, and he made up the 
colours in his mind that were needed to produce this shade, | 
and at the same time imagined her ironing it, for some reason 
in a sunny room, early in the morning, standing very tall ina ۱ 
pair of slippers and her basic underwear, long-legged, girlish. 
His shoe-lace was undone, on the thwart, and she bent to tie 
it up for him, and he saw the division of her breasts down her 
dress, and felt the first breathless, needle-like stab; and from 
his frozen upper world savoured it again. But he knew howit | 
continued and felt sad guilt and went away., | 

He went to a door and opened it, and switched on the light. 
She said, behind him, Who did you expect to find in your | 
bedroom? He said Fairies, and led her into the living-room. 
He made to take her coat, but she was huddling into the fur 
collar, and he said, You’re the chilliest person I know. And 
she said, That’s why I need so much warming up, wonder 
boy. He thought this was the first time she had come to the 
flat. She said, You lured me up for coffee - I suppose I have 
to make it. He said, If you’re able, and she looked at him — 
sideways in that curious way. Oh, I’m able, wonder boy. Able 
and willing. 

He remembered with certainty that this was the first time, 
because of his excitement. He was a little tight and the girl, 

3. FOO; and he went up behind her in the kitchen, and put his 
arms round her. She said, Hey, what about this coffee. And 
he said, What about it. And she said, as his hands moved, | 
Yes, what about it, but more as a comment than a question, | 
and they went in the living-room. He had switched the light 
off as he came out, but he had put on the electric fire. There 
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was an area of soft radiance before the fire, and he went ex- 
ploring there in it. He explored her thoroughly, and her teeth 
glinted up at him as she smiled in the rosy light of the fire, the 
pair of them breathless and writhing through the long thrilling 
minutes. And here surely was nothing but pleasure, each of 
them dilated in passionate enjoyment of the other, a limited 
relationship that gave only ۴ 

But he knew that it didn’t and that it wasn’t, for he was 
betraying and probably she was betraying, and beyond the 
firelight there was bitterness and pain; so he left them to it 
and came back. He thought you couldn’t isolate pleasant bits 
of the jigsaw, for the pleasure was relative and none of the 
pieces particularly meaningful or worthwhile unless the pat- 
tern was worthwhile. He didn’t think he had managed to find 
a worthwhile pattern; and he didn’t know now that he wanted 
one. 
Lying on the roof, he had the clearest sensation of the 


trampling confusion in the hall below; the milling specks — 


darting this way and that on forgotten errands, stopping to 
make love, to build structures and take them down, to make 
rules and change them, creating new devices to make the 
errand easier, and trying at each performance to discover 
what the errand was. 

He saw how easy it was in this high place to find objec- 
tivity, and he knew he didn’t want to get lost again in the 
stifling confusion below. He thought: to remain in this high 
world of calm mist and freezing stillness; and was presently 
aware that it was neither calm nor still. Ringling was shaking 
him violently in the bag. 

‘The wind is coming up, sahib. We better move now.’ 

He turned out, bleakly. It was four o’clock in the morning. 
The wind sucked and moaned like a vacuum cleaner at the 
mouth of the cave. The small lamp was lit and the boy had the 
spirit stove going. Houston was shrivelled in the sudden 


deathly cold, and he pulled on his boots and his quilted jacket, - 


stumbling about in the dim light of the cave. He rinsed out his 
mouth with melted snow and rolled up his bedding and sat 
huddled on it while he drank his tea and tsampa. 

The boy had kicked the mule into life and was feeding it. 
He went silently about his tasks, serious and unsmiling. He 
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scoured out the mugs with snow and packed them, and the 
cooking utensils, and the bedding, and strapped everything 
on the reluctant animal. 

He said, ‘ We have to move fast, sahib, or we get stuck on 
Kotchin-la. It’s better if you walk.’ 

‘All right.’ 

‘You feel strong enough to walk?’ 

‘1 said all right.’ 

The boy looked so small and pinched and harassed that he 
wanted to apologize for his curtness, but Ringling merely 
turned away, tight-lipped, and began pummelling the mule 


with hatred, crying ‘Hoya! Hoya!’ until it moved, and the. 


opportunity was gone. 
Houston put on his goggles and followed, into howling 
blackness. 


4 


Apart from the blizzard, when he had lain unconscious, 
there had been no high winds since they had entered Tibet. 
Houston had no idea what to expect. It hit him like the sea, a 
terrific icy buffet that knocked him instantly off his feet. He 
was not sure if he was on his back or his front, the blackness 
in the first moments so intense, the ocean of pressure so solid 
all around that he seemed to be in another element. He 
couldn’t breathe and the freezing current, rushing past his 
muffled eats, was like the sound of trombones. He foundered 
and was on his knees, and off them again, two or three times, 
before he felt the arm pulling him. He was gasping, his mouth 
full of the suffocating wind, and he bored into the wind and 
the steady vibration of sound, and found he was boring into 
the mule, his face pressed hard into its hairy stomach. The 
boy was holding him thete, roaring in his ear. 

‘Head down, sahib. Keep double. It will be easier soon.’ 
He nodded his head, too shocked to speak. 

‘Easier when we get to the track.... Head down into 
E 


He nodded again and the boy shook his arm and they turned 
and went head down into it. 


He had scarcely used his legs for days; they felt like 4 
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marionette’s. But he leaned into the wind, and found the way 
to breathe, head tucked into his chin, and one leg followed the 
other, and he supposed they were moving. 

He lost all idea of time and direction, concentrating grimly 
on the reciprocating machine-like movement of his legs and 
the unbelievable roar of sound; and. presently fell into a 
fantasy in which he was a part of the sound, the essential time- 
keeping part, and it became imporfant that he should not 
stop, for if he stopped the sound would stop and all would 
stop. 

He had an idea after a while that it was trying to pull away. 
from’ him, and he worked hard to control it. But it went, 
tugging and wrenching, screaming into a higher key as it 
worked first a quarter, and a half, and then a full turn behind 
him, so that he had to lean backwards with all his weight 
against it; and he emerged from the fantasy and saw that they 
were on the track and that it was the track and not the wind 
that had turned, and that day was dawning. 

‘They were in a wide gorge between rock walls and the 
funnelled sound had risen higher in pitch like fifes and 
trumpets. The air was full of flying particles, snow and ice 
torn from rock, that broke ceaselessly against their heads and 
backs. Below the knee, all was lost in spray, the whole snow 
floor of the gorge shifting before the wind so that everything, 
the glimpsed boulders, the laden mule, themselves, seemed to 
be bobbing and dipping fantastically in a river of ice. It was 
a scene of such desolation in the dirty grey light that all 
vitality left him. He thought they must have been going four 
or five hours. He was deathly tired. 

He caught Ringling’s arm, but the boy merely looked at 
him and away. Houston saw that beneath the big goggles the 
boy’s face had become smaller and more pointed, shrivelled 
by hours of wind into the semblance of a fox’s mask. It looked 
somehow wild and self-protecting. 

It had been their custom to stop every hour or two for tea 
and tsampa, but it didn’t look now as if they would stop at all. 
Houston saw that the boy’s mouth was working as he walked, 
and thought he might be praying. 

He knew that prayer could not sustain dim, and, suddenly, 
that he-was unable to take another step, and stopped to tell 
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him so; but as he stopped felt a sudden diminution of all his’ 
energy and found himself falling backwards, into the wind. He 
seemed to be falling for some moments, quite gently, but quite 


powerless to stop himself, and lay there in the shifting spray ۱ 
of snow hearing the wind scream past his ears and feeling only 


-a 


blessed relief at the rest. The boy was bending over him, lips 


still moving. and he could hear the words now. ‘Ow wani - 


D>? 


as 2 3 ۰ 
` padme hum.... Om mani padme hum... over and over again, 


the invocation against evil, ‘Hail jewel in the lotus’. 

The boy was trying to pull him up, and he was not ready 
‘yet to get up, and the praying stopped and Ringling was 
shouting utgently in his ear. “Sahib, not here... . We muistn’t 
stop here.’ 


‘I’ve got to rest, he said, and heard the words come ina | 


soft, drunken mumble. ‘I’ve got to rest here.’ 


‘Not here, sahib. It will snow. We get stuck on the pass. 1 





Come, sahib. Come, now.’ 
‘I can’t. I can’t move,’ 
‘On the mule.’ 


He was upright again, enormously bulky and clumsy, the | 


boy pulling and the wind pushing, and he leaned backwards 
into it again, and found he was leaning against the mule while 
the boy shifted the load. He had a leg up, and was lifted, and 
felt himself coming off the other side, slipping, clutching 


feebly, till the boy wrestled and held him there, and they were | 
moving again. His head rocked up and down, face sunk in the — 


stiff icicled hair at the mule’s neck, and presently the chant 
began again, in his ear. 

‘Om mani padme hum. 

‘Om mani padme hum. 

‘Om mani padme hum, 

‘Om mani padme hum.’ 


The emphasis was shifting rhythmically, and his head rock- ; 


ing in time, and he tried to say the words himself, but found — 


the effort too great and let them slip away. An enormous 
wave of fatigue was sweeping over him, and he letit take 
him, and went away, tock-rocking into a deep and soft and 


finally furry ocean. 


The waves had stopped and all was still, and he knew he 


ef 





had been dreaming and lay listening to a curious low-pitched 
moaning that was neither human nor animal. It was a minute 
or two before he had it. The wind was coming up in the 
mouth of the cave, and they had to be off: He stirred him- 
self, and in the same moment the mule tossed its head. so 
that he clutched instinctively, and so saved himself from 
falling. 

He sat up, on the mule’s back. 

He was alone, in an enormous cave, a great bowl of ice- 
coated rock. The wind was moaning. He could see no entrance 
to the cave. He looked up, and saw sky. Something was 
moving there, and he peered, and it was Ringling, coming 
down fast, scrambling from one boulder to another. They 
were in a cleft of the mountain; he saw that this must be the 
pass, and deduced that the boy had been shouting defiance 
and throwing the obligatory stones at the devils who lived 
there. 

He was mumbling as he scrambled down, and his face, 
beneath the big goggles, was skeletal and grey with fear and 
fatigue. He showed no surprise that Houston had wakened, 


۱ 1 but merely thumped the mule, and walked instantly ahead, so 
Î that Houston again had to clutch to save himself as the animal 


jerked into movement. ۱ 

The rock bowl ended in scattered boulders, ice-covered but 
with a surface of hard snow. The mule slipped on the first, 
and Houston fell off. ۱ 

The boy turned and looked at him a moment without 
ceasing his chant, and motioned to him to walk, and helped - 
him. The snow began to fall, almost immediately. It fell 
solidly, not in flakes but as though sacks were being emptied 
above, and Houston saw the reason for urgency in negotiating 
this trap. In the space of minutes the jagged jumble of boulders 
was obliterated and a deceptive slope of clean snow swept 
smoothly upwards. 

The boy went first, falling between the rocks and picking 
himself up and climbing steadily. The mule followed in his 
tracks, and Houston followed the mule. 

He had to find the strength to keep up, and for the first 
minutes he did, husbanding his resources and using himself 
with care. But the hellish day had gone on too long, his 
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exhausted sleep had been insufficient, and the limp muscles 
stretched and sagged on him. He had to stop, just for a 
moment, to recover, and did so, bent double and panting into 
the blank white wall that increased freshly like a gigantic 
mound of flour; and he knew right away that it was a mistake, 
for all the strength seemed to drain out of him, and he hung 


on, willing his trembling thighs to keep their hold, and seeing " 


with despair the shuffling fastidious hind legs of the mule 
recede from view. ۱ 


The boy had not once turned to watch him, but. suddenly: 


he was beside him, with an encircling arm, and they were 
going up to where the mule waited, head down and already 
almost invisible in a robe of snow. He leaned on the mule, but 
there could be no further rest; the snow fell incredibly through 
the cleft in the mountain. He hung on, making the motions 
with his feet while the uncomplaining animal dragged him 
slowly upwards; and in this fashion they left the pass. 

This was the last ascent of the outward journey. From 
Kotchin-la the track fell — slowly at first, and then very 
rapidly. They turned in at three o’clock in the afternoon, 
under a rock overhang, too exhausted even to put up the tent. 
Houston dozed and woke, in his sleeping bag, several times, 
coming to so feebly that he had to ride the mule all day. 

He remembered sitting on his rolled bedding that evening 
waiting for the tea to boil, but had no recollection of drinking 
it, and next came to to find himself in the sleeping bag with 


the feeling that weights had been removed from his chest and | 


that he had slept a long time. Daylight was coming in through 
the tent flap and he looked at his watch and saw it was ten 
o’clock; he had slept eighteen hours. ۱ a ga 
He felt wonderfully refreshed. He had an enormous desire 
to eat. He could hear the boy outside, and he put on his boots 
and crawled out to him. 
_ Ringling had not been up long himself, and was still gather- 
ing snow. Houston saw that he was singing. 
He said, “Hello. We’ve slept in.’ ۱ 


‘Yes, sahib,’ the boy said, grinning. ‘Good sleep here. Come 


‘and see.’ ۱ 


Houston went with him to the edge of the track and looked 
down to where he pointed; and that was the best thing of 
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this splendid morning. It was a bush. It was not much of a 
bush. It was a little grey stunted thing that seemed to be part 
of the rock itself. But it was not part.of the rock. It was a bit 
of spiny, leathery life, and it was growing there. 
They had come out of the lifeless land. 
& 


j 
They got to the tree-line in the evening, the track dropping 
steeply, and walked over the little cones of a sparse pine wood, 
and had energy enough to talk and smoke for an hour before 
turning in. 

The boy had been teaching him a few words of Tibetan at 
the start of the trip three weeks before — for though they had 
agreed that he should act as a dumb man it seemed common 
prudence that he should arm himself against necessity - and 
he took up the lesson again over a final cigarette in their 
sleeping bags. 

‘Very good,’ the boy said. ‘You’ve not forgotten. You 


_. speak like a Tibetan, sahib.’ 


‘Hadn’t you better stop calling me sahib, then?’ Houston 
said. 

‘What shall I call you?’ 

‘Try Houston.’ 
: *Houtson.’ 

‘Not Houtson. Houston. Hoo-ston.’ 

‘Yes, sir, Houtson. Hoo-tson. Hoo-tson,’ Ringling said, 
trying. ۱ 

Houston had noticed before the boy’s inability to get his 
tongue round certain words, so he merely smiled and let it go 
for the moment. ۱ 


He extended his vocabulary to something like a hundred 
words in the next couple of days as they dropped down 
through the delicious summer drifts of pine and rhododendron 
and maple; and he felt better than he had ever felt in his life. 
The woods were loud with the sound of birds and falling 
water, and there was an effervescence in the air that made 
him want to sing. The weeks on the mountain seemed like 
some ghastly nightmare, and he recalled with astonishment his 
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desire to remain there, neither dead nor fully alive, his recol- - 
lections of the beautiful world below so sadly ۰ 
They came to a valley, alive with flights of multi-coloured 
birds and aflame with rhododendrons, and he laughed aloud 
with pure delight. 
The boy laughed back at him. 
‘It’s good, Houtson, sir?’ 
‘Very good.’ 
‘Only one day more. You need to shave your face tonight, " 
utson.’ 
an boy’s own face was as smooth as when they had started, 
but Houston’s was thick with black beard; he had worried in — 
case it should be pale underneath. But when that evening he | | 
shaved, painfully, and with the boy’s assistance, the skin 
beneath was almost as darkened by wind and exposure as the ۰ 
rest of him. ۱ 
The boy examined him critically, and passed him, but he — 
was mildly troubled at the need for Houston to keep shaving 
—a rare necessity in Tibet. 
‘Well, Houston said, aware that this was one among SO 
many problems. ‘Let’s face that when we come to it. Turnin 
now.’ ۱ 
‘Yes, Houtson.’ 
‘Houston.’ 
‘Yes, sir. Houtson. Good night, Houtson.’ 





Houston awoke the next morning with a slight breathless- > 
ness that had nothing to do with the altitude, and they washed _ 
and breakfasted briefly, and got started on the last lap. The — 
boy took him again through his few bits of Tibetan as they 
talked, and he even managed to add to his modest store. But — 
he did not manage to improve Ringling’s pronunciation. The ~ 
boy was still calling him Houtson, and he was still extracting - 
mild amusement out of it when they came out of a little grove 
of rhododendron and found themselves on a smooth turf cliff 
that dropped steeply into the emerald waters of a lake. Just 
one hour later they were looking down on the seven golden 
roofs of Yamdring. That was early in the afternoon of 12 May 
1950. 
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CHAPTER SIX 


I 


It had been only seven months since he had first heard of 
this place, and only four since he had left London to hear ۰ 
nee but it was as familiar to him as if he had known it all his 

6 

Just so the film party must have come on it for the first 
time, nearly a year before; and just so the acute camera eye 
of Kelly had recorded it for him. Two thousand feet below 
the fluted gold canopies swam in the rising currents of air; the 
monastery glistened on its seven toy terraces like the layers of 
a wedding cake. Multi-coloured specks seethed in the lower 
courtyard, and a line of them weaved and swayed across the 
bridge of boats to the little island. There was a building on 
the island, a flattened obelisk with glittering white walls 
_ inclining inwards to a green roof which sloped steeply away 

` into a thread-like gold spire. The narrow lake lay like a green 
= cheval glass in the cleft of the valley, a score of boats drawing 
thin insect trails across its perfect surface. At the far side, the 
village began, and straggled, winking, along the shore to the 
monastery, and lost itself in the green hills behind. 

In the warm afternoon a rich and spicy smell came up out 
of the valley, and with it, a thin tintinnabulation of sound: 
the distant clink of metal on stone, snatches of music from 
some curious, tinkling instrument, an occasional high, disem- 
bodied cry, and, from the monastery, enclosing all the sound 
and regulating it, it seemed, the wafted dong and boom of a 
gong. 

‘Yamdring,’ the boy said. 


They sat and watched it in silence for some time. The boy 
had estimated it would take three hours to get down, and was 
in no hurry to move. Evening was the best time to arrive; 
they could then turn immediately, and without attracting 
attention, to finding themselves a place to sleep in the crowded 
doss-houses of the village. 
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Houston smoked a cigarette and gazed down at the extra- 
ordinary spectacle, wonderfully at peace and most keenly 


` aware of himself sitting in this place in the golden glow of thé 


May afternoon. 
He had made it, then. By mule and bicycle and his own two 


feet he had crossed the impossible mountains to find this prize 
in its hidden place. He knew that he couldn’t have done it by . 


. himself, and that he nearly hadn’t done it at all. All the same 


it had happened. ۱ ۵ 
۰ del deeply, experiencing again the feeling he had 
had weeks before when he had sat on his sleeping bag and 
watched the blue mountains lean in towards him in the sunset: 
the strange feeling that he was both actor and observer in the 
events that were happening, and that with a little effort he 
could see what was still to come. And again the glimpse 
vanished as swiftly as it appeared, leaving him only with the 
sure knowledge that his brother was here somewhere, not half 
a mile below him. ۱ 

The boy had stretched himself out full length on the turf 
and was peeting over the edge with satisfaction. 
‘It’s very good for us, Houtson, sir. Plenty of people here 
today.’ ۱ ۱ 

N eee ie = 

‘It must be the spring festival. They come to pray to the 
monkey.’ ۱ 9 

Houston threw his cigarette over the edge and. came re- - 
luctantly out of his reverie. He said, ‘What monkey is that?’ 

The boy told him then, the legend of how the monkey had 
come over the mountains from India, and had found the 
benevolent she-devil in her cave, and had tempted her; and of 
how in the spring he had carried her to the island in Yamdring 
lake, and in the autumn had coupled with her. 

‘They did it there,’ the boy said, pointing. ‘Just ther 
where the shrine is now.’ 

‘I see. So that’s how Tibetans were made.’ 

‘Yes, sir. By the monkey. He is my father,’ the boy said 
simply. 7 

‘Mine, too,’ Houston said wryly. ‘Or maybe that was an- 
other monkey.’ 


“Yes, sir, another monkey. This one is still here.’ 
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‘He must be a very old monkey now.’ 

‘Ah, it’s not the real monkey. It’s only the body of the 
monkey. The real monkey died,’ the boy said with regret. 

‘And the she-devil?’ 

‘She wept and her tears turned the lake green in his memory. 
Then she built the shrine as another memory. She went to live 
there,’ he said, pointing to the lowest level of the monastery. 
‘She lived there nine hundred years.’ 

‘What happened to her then?’ 

‘She went away.’ 

‘She didn’t die?’ 

‘The she-devil can’t die. She just comes and goes.’ 

‘And she’s just gone again now, is she?’ 

‘No, sit, no, Houtson,’ the boy said keenly. ‘She’s here.’ 

“In the monastery?’ 5 

‘In the monastery. In the top one. She’s the abbess — the 
abbess and the she-devil. She goes away and comes back. She 


` js in her eighteenth body now.’ 


‘I see, Houston said cautiously. ‘How about the monkey - 


. does he come back?’ 


‘Oh, Houtson, no,’ the boy said, swiftly covering a smile 
with a charming gesture of his slender hand. ‘The monkey 
can’t come back: Not the real monkey. What a surprise for the 
abbess if the monkey came back for her.” 

‘H’m,’ Houston said, bemused by the complexities of this 
legend, and squinted at the sun. ‘Isn’t it time we were 
moving?’ 3 paint ھچ‎ 

‘Yes, sir. We can go now,’ the boy said, and got up and 
punched the mule lightly in the ribs, still chuckling at the 
nature of the abbess’s predicament. - 

They started down, for Yamdring. 


The mani wall began after half an hour, and continued, 
with intervals, almost all the way. The boy bowed to the 
inscribed tiles, with their regular invocation of the jewel in 
the lotus, and chanted a little as they walked. He was still in 
excellent spirits at the thought of the monkey returning, and 
inclined to be somewhat ribald. 

The track left the cliff to skirt a long field of barley in 
which women were at work, and Houston saw that many of 
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them had dropped the tops of their orange cloaks, exposing — 
copper breasts in the hot sun. The boy whistled and waved 
enthusiastically, and one or two of them turned, teeth glinting 
in the sun, and waved back. set 
‘Yamdring women, sit. Lovely women,’ Ringling said, 
. grinning cheerfully at them. ‘From the monastery,’ he added. 
Houston looked again and saw that each of the splendid i 
young creatures had her head shaved, and he said in astonish- 
; 





ment, ‘You mean they’re nuns?’ 

‘Nuns, sit? I don’t know.’ 

‘Holy women?’ ۱ : 

‘Oh, yes, sir, holy. Priestesses. They live in the monastery, 
one thousand of them. Very holy women, Houtson, sir? 

‘Hm,’ Houston said. The bare-breasted young women did 
not look particularly holy. Even allowing for the customs of 
the country, he thought there was a certain liveliness of glance 
and gesture that he would not have associated with nuns. _ 

The boy caught something in his tone, and he glanced at ` 
him, grinning. He said, “You mean - do they do it, Houtson, 
sir?’ 

‘Is that what I meant?’ ۱ 

‘Oh, they do it, sir. My God, they do it. They do it like © 
rattlesnakes! They do it whenever they can!’ the boy said 
joyously. 3 39 

~ Houston looked again at the lively young priestesses in the 
P 


` 41 u 


barley, and he didn’t for a moment doubt it. He said, ‘Are 
they allowed to do that?’ ۱ ۱ 
á The boy laughed aloud. ‘No, sir, not allowed. But they do 
gy it. They can’t help themselves, sir. All the young ones do it.’ 
‘You seem to know a hell of a lot about it.’ E 
‘Oh, everyone knows, sir. It’s the only pleasure they have. 
They live in stone cells. They sleep on stone shelves. They 


a hard life, sir. Its no wonder they love to do it so 
much.’ 


“When do they get the opportunity?’ ۱ 


‘In their cells, at night-time, sir. They’re locked in, but the 


monks unlock the doors. There are only one hundred monks " 
for all those women.’ 


‘T hat must keep the monks very busy.’ 
Yes, sir, very busy. But sometimes people can get in from 
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outside. Some of the women can do it ten times in one night,’ 
the boy said, running his small pink tongue round his lips 
with a leer of extreme lasciviousness. 

Houston shook his head. ‘You’re a bad young devil, Ring- 
ling,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how you’ve had time to find all 
this out.’ 

But it was not Ringling’s badness, or even how he had come 
by his detailed. knowledge, that made him smile as they left 
the barley field behind. Something else had come to mind; 
something he had read, weeks before, in a dusty newspaper 
office in Calcutta, and he pondered over it as they dropped 
steeply down to the labyrinthine monastery with its thousand 
stone boudoirs. 

The proclivities of the holy women of Yamdring had come, 
certainly, as a great surprise to him. He didn’t think they 
would surprise the astrological correspondent of the Hindustan 
Standard. 


2 


They got to the village at dusk and entered a narrow, jostling 
thoroughfare that became, before they had gone half-way 
through it, as bright as day. Thousands of butter lamps were 
being lit: on the ground, on the stalls, and above the stalls on 
rods stretched across the street. The market was in full cry. 
To Houston, after the silent weeks in the mountains, it was 
as though he had been pushed into a steam organ at a fair. 
The stupefying blare of sound seemed to batter all the sense 
out of him. Traders cried, musicians clanged, dogs barked, 
gramophones ground, and above all, like the amplified noise 
of a colony of parrots, shrieked the voice of the crowd. ۱ 
The boy sold the mule before they had gone a hundred 
yards, for eighty rupees, and they continued, pushing their 
way through the throng, lumbered with the sleeping kit and 
their personal bags. It was a scene of such extraordinary 
animation that Houston found himself unable to stop smiling. 
On all sides the people gesticulated and laughed, handsome, 
vivacious, noisy people, fluttering like butterflies in the warm 
brilliant of the butter lamps. They clustered thickly round 
the cloth merchants with their lengths of glistening silk; and 


105 





‘round the trestle tables piled high with jewellery and mouth " 


organs and hand mirrors. Tight knots of them chattered and 
shoved outside the booths of fortune tellers and letter-writers, 
barbers and dentists; and more argued and bantered across 
the provision stalls with their stocks of yak butter, tsampa, 
dried fruit, tea bricks, green ginger, purple beans and blocks of 
ing yellow candy. 
ue ‘gl there Pape squatted and drank in narrow lanes 
between the stalls. Ringling pushed his way through one of 
these, and Houston saw that behind lay a terrace of tall houses 
built of rough stone, several storeys high. People were leaning 
out of the glassless windows in the warm evening, and behind 
them, more batteries of butter lamps shone in the crude rooms. 
From one end to the other, this side of the street seemed to be 
a single enormous catacomb of flickering stone chambers, and 
he saw that these must be the doss-houses the boy had 
mentioned. 

A stream of people was being turned away from the first 
doorway, and they had to hump the baggage up and down 
the exhausting, noisy street for over an hour before they could 
find a house with accommodation to offer. The room they 
were allotted, with two other men and a woman, was on the 
fifth floor, and they struggled, hunched under their baggage, 
up a narrow, tunnel-like staircase reeking of hot rancid butter 
from the lamps lining the walls. f 

The landings ran off into a bewildering series of narrow 
corridors, brilliant and choking with the fuming butter; and 
in each was a warren of tiny stone chambers. The young 
Tibetan who had led the way showed them into one, and 
left, and Houston looked at his three new companions. They 
were little, lithe, gay people who had chattered and laughed 
all the way up through the building, and they were still at it 
as they came in the room. They clasped their hands and told 
their names, and Ringling told his own, and pointed to his 
mouth and his head as he explained that Houston was dumb, 
and not quite right in the bargain. 

There were five palliasses on the stone floor, and a big 
leather bucket in the corner; this seemed to be the’ only 
furniture. A hide cover was fastened over the window and 
the tiny room stank even worse than the corridor. One of the 
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men removed the hide and hung out of the window, Singing, 
while the other, with the woman, began preparing a meal on 
the floor with a small butter burner unpacked from the 
baggage. : 

Houston lay back on the palliasse and closed his eyes and 
mouth while Ringling unpacked their own kit. He had never 
in his life been assailed by such an overpoweringly evil stench, 
and his head was swimming with the noise and the glare. The 
clanging and shrieking in the street seemed if anything to be 
louder now that they were above it, and the people in the 
room were shouting to make themselves heard. Ringling was 
shouting as loudly as any of them, quite happy and quite 
unaffected by the confusion. 

Houston lay back on the palliasse and closed his eyes and 
tried to shut out the stone box and the yellow smoking glare, 
and succeeded for some minutes, till the boy shook him and 
he sat up and saw that the woman had prepared a large bowl 
of some soup-like substance and all were sitting round eating. 

‘Eat now,’ the boy said loudly in Tibetan, grinning at him. 

‘Eat. Good to eat.’ , ۱ 

Houston looked at the bowl and saw something swimming 
in it, and in an unwary moment breathed through his nose, 
and he was struggling to his feet, gagging. He didn’t know 
where to go, and the boy was quickly beside him, and he 
hung, trembling; over the bucket, and saw that it had not 
been empty even to begin with, and spewed, and leaned on 
the greasy rim some time longer, knees trembling and eyes 
watering into the vile receptacle. 

He turned, smiling apologetically, to the people round the 
bowl, and they smiled back at him, in no way disturbed and 
still eating heartily. 

They went out after that, for he couldn’t bear to stay in 
the same room with the food and the bucket; but out in the 


street found himself suddenly hungry, and they ate. 


They ate at a stall at the far and less noisy end of the village, 
sitting on boxes and entertained by a single blind musician 
who played gentle tunes on five small gongs. They ate hare 
barley cakes with soft cheese and washed. it down fairly 
copiously with a mild malty beer, and with this fare, the finest 
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he had tasted for weeks, and the respite in the cooling night 
air from the din, Houston felt himself again. They strolled 
round the village smoking each a coarse but flavoursome 
cigarillo, and Houston saw how the monastery lay in relation 
to the main street. 

They had come in behind it in the dusk, and had divined 
only its bulk. But now, half a mile away along the lakeside, 
and with the moon up and glinting on the overhanging gold 
eaves, they could see it quite clearly. Thousands of lights 
glimmered in seven tall columns against the dark hillside. It 
seemed, from this angle, like some great leaning tower lit up 


. for a celebration. 


A breeze was scudding across the lake, and the bridge of 
boats moved uneasily in the chop; the butter lamps danced 
like fireflies. Even at this hour, the procession had not ceased, 
and the ant-like lines went endlessly there and back to where 
the white walls of the shrine stood pallid in the moonlight, 
the slender spire shining like a needle. 

“You want to go to the shrine, sir?’ Ringling asked, 
watching him. ۱ 

Houston didn’t want to; he thought he had done as much 
as he wanted for one day. But he recalled that the monkey 
was the boy’s father, so he smiled and nodded, and they 
turned and walked back along the lakeside. As they neared 
the monastery, he saw how enormous the complex of buildings 
was. Even the lowest level reared high above them in the dark 
sky, peppered with light and pulsing with sound. 

A flight of steps led up from the lake to a broad courtyard; 
and from the courtyard another flight to the monastery’s great 
iron gates. Uniformed men stood outside the gates, with clubs 
and togas and what looked like Grecian helmets, and a small 
squad of them patrolled the upper flight, evidently to keep it 
clear. The courtyard below was crowded with people; they 
eee quite still and quite silent, listening to the chanting 
inside. 

There was an ululating quality about the chanting that 
Houston had heard before, and he smiled in the dark, remem- 
bering where he had heard it, and who he had heard it with, 


and he wondered how Michaelson was faring at the other side 
of the mountains. 
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The bridge of boats began from a small je ۱ ۱ 
the steps, and they jostled their Way on. the tae a 4 
animal skins and very buoyant, and the slatted brid e bobb d 
and dipped like a cork in the choppy water. The : y 

. procession 
was at first somewhat hushed, affected by the silent crowd 
in the courtyard above, but by midstream had recovered it 
form, and both queues, coming and going, | : 
clutched quite gaily at each other as they Ls a بر‎ i me 
above the glittering water. ores 

The island was perhaps i 
shrine stood in “ae mi E 
the queue streamed E ی‎ ees و‎ and 

q : aclously and unteverently into the 
building. Inside was a single room, stone paved, and with a 
high pointed ceiling. In the middle crouched the monkey. It 
Was made of gold, twenty feet high. There were indications of 
great kindliness and affability in the fashioning of the mon- 
key’s face and hands; and of high fertility in other of its alert 
golden features. Houston walked round it with the apprecia- 
tive crowd, and he enjoyed it. There was a series of murals 
on the walls, their colours somewhat faded, and he would 
have liked to look longer at these, but the crowd pushed from 
behind, and he was swept on and round and finally out of the 
shrine. An orange-robed monk waited with an offertory tray 
outside and Ringling gave money, for himself and for Hous- 
ton, and they walked back across the dew-soaked turf to the 
bridge. 

The crowds were dispersing from the courtyard when they 
came off at the other end, and the lights were going out in 
the monastery. They would be locking the young priestesses 
away for the night, Houston thought, and he smiled again 
in the dark. It was a lively place; livelier, noisier, stranger by 
far than one would think on hearing of it first in a carpeted 
office in Wardour Street half the world away. 

A chill breeze was coming off the lake and he felt stiff and 
tired. It seemed more than only a day since he had wakened 
in his tent high in the hills. They cut across the darkening 
market and found the tenement again and climbed the five 
tunnel-like flights, and spent some minutes searching in the 
choking warren for the right corridor, and let themselves 


quietly into the room. 
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It was dim now, all the butter lamps but one extinguished; 
the three Tibetans lying on their palliasses like waxen dolls. 

They undressed in silence and Houston-got in his sleeping 
bag, and just as the lamp went out heard the boy’s soft “Good 
night’ in his ear. 

He stopped himself in the moment of replying. There was 
no one to hear, but he thought he might as well get it right, 


. so he grunted; a grunt suitable for a man who was dumb and 


also not quite right in the head, and lay back licking his lips 
and wondering what the morrow would bring. 


But there were hours before the morrow. 

The Tibetans laughed and murmured in their sleep. Houston 
lay awake and heard them. Both men visited the woman in 
the night; and all of them visited the bucket. Houston heard 
this, too. He couldn’t shut off his hearing, but he could do 
something about the sense of smell, and he lay breathing 
through his mouth, throat parching as hour succeeded hour in 
foetid fumbling blackness. 

It was not the best of nights. 


فد 


There was a pump in the backyard, and Houston washed 
himself gratefully at it in the early sunlight. Men and women 
had stripped without inhibition all around and were taking 
stand-up baths. Mindful of the money belts next to their skin, 
Houston and the boy washed only their faces and feet, and 
dried themselves on their sweat-stained clothing. They had 
breakfasted already, on tea and tsampa, in the foul cell of the 
night, and had booked the room again so that they could 
leave the kit. There was no reason for them to return, and they 
left. 

Every day for weeks now, Houston had started out in the 
morning burdened with baggage and with the discipline of so 
many miles to cover in so many hours. As they entered the 
street in the sparkling morning he felt curiously lost and light 
as air, as though he had forgotten something. 

The stalls were Opening in the market and the street already 
filling with people. They cut through to the lake and walked 
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along the shore. The sun was low on the water still, but a few 
pleasure boats were out already and kites flew in the morning 
breeze. The monastery courtyard lay in a pool of shadow. 

They had planned very thoroughly what had to be done 
today, but familiarity did not make the idea more believable. 
Even more than on the previous night it struck him as 
incredible that he should be walking about in a Tibetan village. 
‘We go inside first, then,’ the boy said in his ear. ‘All right, 
sir?” 

“All right.’ 

“How you feel?’ 

Pines ۱ 

He -felt very far from fine. From somewhere inside the 
monastery a gong was booming steadily, and his heart had 
begun to boom in time with it. The gates were open now, ` 
guards patrolling with their clubs outside. A thin line of 
people was being admitted at one gate, and from the other 
otange-robed priestesses came and went. ۰ ۱ 

The boy said nothing more as they mounted the steps an 
crossed the courtyard. They joined the queue and shuffled 
slowly up the second flight. On the terrace at the top, a line 
of heavy prayer wheels had been set up; they turned, propelled 
by the hands of all who passed, the greased wooden spindles 
rumbling softly like a slow train over a bridge. A guard stood 
on the top step, in helmet and toga, looking over the queue, 
looking into each pair of eyes as he stolidly swung his club; 
and Houston felt his heart begin to thud very unpleasantly. 
From the corner of his eye he saw that Ringling too, was 
nervous; grinning again with the wild and rigid gaiety that 
he had come to expect at moments of crisis. 

But they edged up to the guard, and past him; and up to 
the rumbling prayer wheels, and past them; and they were 

6: > 

pcre: didn’t know what he’d expected to find in there; 
the result was certainly a let-down. It was like, he thought, 
nothing so much as St Pancras station: a vast, vaulted place 
echoing with metallic noise and the sound of scurrying feet. 
Butter lamps hung in festoons, and in their dim light stood old 
gilt idols like neglected advertisements. A group of Saas 
lugged a trestle table decked with monastery merchandise, an 
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here and there about the hall pilgrims trooped into gated 
chapels like conducted parties on to railway platforms. 

They paused and looked about them, and Houston saw 
that there was rather more than this. A number of people 
crawled forward on the stone floor of the monastery on their 
faces. A little skeletal old wretch sat beating his head quite 
savagely against an idol, and here and there groups squatted 
cross-legged holding smoking incense sticks and chanting 
while monks beat small gongs. Several small gongs were going 
off all around; he couldn’t see the big one. The boy touched 
his arm and they moved off. 3 

There were perhaps fifteen of the chapels around the hall, 
some merely cubby-holes with an idol and a tray of flowers. 
In each people sat in smoky candle-light clutching their 


` incense sticks. The smell of incense was heavy on the air. But 


there was another smell above the incense, and Houston 
sniffed and identified it instantly across the months: the 
veritable odour of the Edith Road Girls’ Secondary. It was 
borne in on him suddenly that this was indeed an institution 
for females, and that beneath the robes they were sisters, all 


of them; and he looked through a pair of gates and saw why 


the smell was so strong here. In a long stone hall, some 
hundreds of the shaven priestesses were sitting in rows on the 
floor, chanting. They were swaying as they chanted, like a 
bed of marigolds. : 

A guard wandered by as they looked in, and spoke to them, 
and the boy led him away. He saw then that several of the 


. guards were circulating; the butter lamps caught an occasional 


gleam from their helmets. 

He couldn’t get the hang of the place. There seemed to be 
many smaller halls leading off the main one, and a number of 
doors and passages: it was an ancient building that had grown 
with the years in all directions. But there was little hope of 
investigating now, for the guards were everywhere. 

The boy had been questing about like a terrier, and he 
drew Houston into the wall, and said in his ear, ‘It will have 
to be the other thing, Houston, sir. No beggars here.’ 

Houston had seen this for himself, and he merely nodded 
and they walked back again down the hall. 

The shadow was shifting from the courtyard when they 
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came out of the monastery, and the sun was higher over the 
lake. It was just on eight o’clock, and their first job was over. 


Y 
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It occurred to Houston to wonder later what would have 
happened if he had enjoyed the benefit of an accurate map 
when he had started out on the journey from Kalimpong. 
Certainly he would have arrived two weeks earlier. But would 
he then have shared the bed of a she-devil, or have had his 
hands awash in the blood of murdered men, or have suffered 
his own mutilations? He could never tell; but he rather 
doubted it. 

As it was, owing to the limitations of Hind 4,000 they had 
atrived in Yamdring on the first day of the spring festival; 
and this seemed to Ringling nothing but the very best of good 
fortune, for it lasted in all for seven days, and on each one of 
them the crowds in the village increased. He could thus snoop 
to his heart’s content, without attracting undue attention, and 
he did so. For each of the first three days, he settled Houston 
in the line of beggars in the courtyard, and went busily about 
his inquiries, returning only to see that Houston got his free 
issue of tsampa at noon. * ۱ 

There were horrible monstrosities in the mendicant line, 
and Houston was at first hard put to it to show himself a 
deserving case. He met with much hostility from the amputees 
on either side, but by persistent gurgling and grunting, 
and occasional frothing, at last won acceptance - from the 
professionals if not from the patrons: his collection was 


“meagre. 


For eight hours a day he sat and sunned himself on the hard 
flags of the courtyard, and only his backside, already ill-used, 
suffered from the treatment. For himself he was enchanted. 
His deepest instincts told him his brother was here, only yards 
away. He felt himself a spy in an enemy’s open city. He 
thought he had never known such satisfaction: of observing 
a scene that few had seen before, and of finding that it appealed 
most strongly to his tastes and his talents. 

There was a bizarreness to the spectacle that engrossed him. 
Frequent masses were held, for the monkey’s children to 
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remember him, and their kinship, and notable visitors arrived 
daily. Once the steps were cleared for the approach of a well- 
known flagellant, an emaciated wretch who had hobbled forty 
miles on his knees over a mountain paşs, fogging his face and 
neck and shoulders at every stop with a thong of yak-hide. He 


‘crawled moaning like a dog up the two flights, raw from top 


to toe and still fogging himself, to the respectful hissing of the 
crowds. 

Once, too, the beggars were moved to make way for a 
magnificent retinue: the hundreds of caparisoned horses and 
their attendants quite filled the courtyard. At their centre was 
a palanquin borne by eight gigantic spearsmen, and out of it 
stepped a young man clad entirely in turquoise brocade. His 
long black hair was braided over his head and caught at the 
back in a jewelled bun, and from one ear dangled a long 
turquoise ear-ring: he sparkled all over with pearls and 
precious stones. The beggars saluted him respectfully, hissing 
and poking out their tongues, and Houston did the same, and 
watched with astonishment as the young man, bowing to 
them, stripped himself down to his shift and gave away his 
clothes and his jewels and turned and went into the monastery. 
He emerged after the. mass, still in his shift, and was again 
borne away, the palanquin, the equipage, the horses, descend- 
ing the steps with a slow measured pace. ۱ 

For three days Houston sat and sketched continuously in 
his head; but by the fourth felt impatience and a need for 
action growing in him, and he shook himself out of the dream- 
like state that sun and idleness and the rich visual experiences 
had induced, and saw that it was time that he took control 
himself. ۱ ۱ 

He had walked for miles by the lakeside each evening with 
the boy, to shave himself and hear his news, and the news had 
not been particularly encouraging. It was not that Ringling 
was idle, but rather that he was by nature credulous and a 
lover of mystery for its own sake, and he had fallen into a 
line of inquiry that was becoming steadily more oblique. In 
addition, he was having to drink to pursue it; Houston found 
his hiccuping gaiety a continuing annoyance. 

He walked with him again on the fourth. evening and 
listened to the latest budget with a sinking heart. It was of the 
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same kind: a record of petty detail that supported a rumour 
that a party of Europeans was living in the monastery. But the 
boy had not found anyone who had actually seen the party, 
and none of the stories seemed particularly relevant. 

He said at last, ‘Well, Ringling, what are we going to do 
about this? We’re getting absolutely nowhere.’ 

“There’s the half-crown, Houtson, sir, Ringling said re- 
proachfully: this had been the very latest item. ‘Don’t forget 
the half-crown, sir.’ ۱ 

‘I haven’t forgotten it,’ Houston said, and ground his teeth 
a little. ‘It’s very interesting. I was very glad to hear it. But 
it isn’t very useful as proof. There were twenty or thirty 
English people here last year. Any number of English half- 
crowns might be circulating in the village as curiosities.’ 

‘Ah; the boy said; he had not thought of this. 

Houston looked away across the lake. It had occurred to him 
earlier what might be done; he didn’t know quite how to put 
1t. 

. After some moments, silent but for the boy’s hiccuping, he 

said, ‘ Well, been catching the eye of any of these priestesse 

| on your travels?’ ۱ 

f ‘No, sir, not this time,’ the boy said, grinning broadly. 

| ‘Have you ever?’ 
‘Oh, yes, sir. Many times. Many times in the past. They like 

1 me.’ ‘ 

A ‘In what way?’ Bes 

۱ ۱ Ringling told him in what.way, giggling a little in the dusk. 

$ ‘How did you get in there?’ 

| “Oh, there ate ways, Houtson.’ 











‘Pd have thought you.were too young for that.’ 


‘Even boys of 17°’ 

‘Better than old monks of 70, the boy said scornfully, and 
listed some of the limitations of this age-group. 

‘Hm, Houston said. 

‘It’s true, sir. I don’t tell you lies.’ 

‘How old was she?’ 

‘I don’t know. Thirty. Thirty-five. She loved it.’ . 

Houston took a breath. ‘How about trying her again, 


then?’ he said. 


A 
۱ ۱ ‘No, sir. Not too young. They like young men.’ 
۱ 
۱ 
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‘Trying her again?’ The boy hiccuped faintly in the dusk. 

‘This time.’ 

‘During the festival?’ 

‘Why not?’ ۱ 

‘During the festival ...’ the boy said, sobering rapidly. 
‘It’s very difficult during the festival. I don’t know if I can. 
They’re not supposed to do it during the festival.’ ۱ 

“Theyre not supposed to do it any time.’ 
. “There are so many guards now.’ 

‘I see,’ Houston said. 

‘But any other time I could. I could do it easily!’ 

‘All right,’ Houston said. ‘You'll have to do it another time, 
then, won’t you? When you're a bit older,’ he added. 


Ringling helped with the issue of tsampa next day. The 


° young priestess came round with a mule doling out the 


tsampa from panniers on the mule’s back. She gave to each 
beggar and blessed him as he ate, and heard his thanks to the 
monkey for sustaining him at this season. ۱ ۱ 

She waited some time with each one, and the mule waited 
with her. Ringling waited with the mule. He held open the 
panniers for her to get the scoop in, and when one set of 
panniers was finished, staggered out with fresh ones. The 
priestess was a tall young woman, broader than Ringling and 
stronger than him, but she let him do these jobs for her, and 
at the end gravely blessed him. Ringling clasped his hands 
while she did this, but Houston saw that despite his humility 
and the woman’s priestly calm, both of them were regarding 
each other with a certain interest. 

The boy went off to pursue his inquiries in the village 
without returning to the mendicant line. But he returned 


in the afternoon, and Houston caught his eye. The boy 
winked. 


He woke up in the night to hear someone using the bucket, 
and thought it was Ringling, back already. But it was 
not Ringling. It was the woman, and she settled back again 


with a little sigh. Houston sighed himself, and prepared to 
wait. 


He had to wait a long time. 
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He heard a dog bark in the street, and was instantly alert. 
A couple of minutes later the latch clinked and the boy 
shuffled into the room. 

He said softly, ‘Ringling,’ and heard the boy coming across. 
He sat up on the palliasse. ‘Did you get in?’ 

‘Of course. She loved it!’ the boy said in his ear. 

‘Well?’ 

‘They’re there, Houtson. They’re in the monastery, all four 
of them. One is mad. I tell you in the morning.’ 


5 


They had cooked the story up between them, and it had 
worked. Ringling had told her that Houston was his uncle 
and that he had given up work to bring him here to beg, as a 
penance. He had also told her that he had been a porter with 
the European party of last year, and that one of the Europeans 
owed him money, and that he had heard this man was still 
here. 

‘She believed it?’ 7 

“She believed it. She will take me to see him.’ 

‘How can she do that?’ ۱ 

‘I don’t know, sir, but she will. It’s a secret between us. You 
are not supposed to claim money for work while on a penance, 
so she won’t tell anybody, sir. She likes me,’ he said proudly. 
“You’re quite sure she’s actually seen them. She’s seen them 
herself, not just heard about them?’ 

‘Seen them, sir. She sees them every day. They are in the 
third monastery. They play with a ball in a courtyard there - 
all except the one who is mad.’ 

“Which one is mad?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

“How do you mean mad? What way mad?’ 

‘She didn’t say, sir.’ 

‘All right, Houston said. ‘Lets just hope you’re lucky 
tonight. You can find out then.’ 

‘Luck, the boy said scornfully. ‘It’s not a matter of luck, 
Houtson. She will do whatever I say. She will do anything for 
me.’ 
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But it was a matter of luck; for the priestess didn’t do what 
he said. She came up instead with another idea, that had the 
merit of not involving her in any infraction of the rules, and 
she presented it to Ringling as an alternative. . ۱ 

The following day was the last of the festival and would 
be celebrated with a Benediction. The abbess herself would be ۱ 
pronouncing this, and every soul in the monastery, and as 
many as could manage from outside it, would be crowding 
into the lower hall to hear her. It was the one day of the year 
when an outsider could slip in and roam at will in the upper 
monasteries. 

‘What do you say, ‘sir?’ Ringling said, smiling. ‘She’ll take 
me tonight if I want, but this way we could both go. We could 
go right up there and have half an hour alone with them. What 
you think, Houtson, sir?? ۱ 

Houston paused before replying. It had been a long ‘time. 
It had been the best part of a year. And there had been 
difficulties and complications almost evety day of it. But he 
couldn’t for the life of him: see any insuperable complications 
now. There was a certain inevitability about the way every- 
thing was shaping that seemed to augur only success. 

He said quietly, ‘All tight. We’ll do that.’ | 

‘Yes, sir,’ the boy said, gtinning. ‘So tonight I don’t need 
to worry.’ E 

“Only about your health,’ Houston said. 

That was how mattets stood on the last day of the spring 
festival at Yamdring; which was also the last day that Houston 
could have saved himself. ۱ 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


I 


| THe Spring Festival of the Monkey at Yamdring has a 


tecorded history of 850 years; the Second Festival rather less 
=- lt was initiated only by the Third Body, an abbess of 
legendary high spirits, in her sixtieth year. Since both festivals 
were prophesied to come to an end in 1960 (a doom almost 
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certainly accomplished by the Chinese under the Obscene 
Rites article of their Rectification Laws, 1959) increasing 
numbers of people had taken to participating in them; a fact 
which accounted for the large crowds while Houston was 
there. 

Allowing for the way of life and the happy ambivalence of 
the people with regard to their priests and their religion, 
Houston was not able to find anything shockingly obscene 
about the spring rites himself, although some features of the 
later ones upset him a bit. By that time, of course, he was 
rather more intimately involved. 

The twin ceremonies that ended the spring festival, the 
Courtship and the Benediction, took place before nine o’clock 
in the morning (the Courtship, by tradition, ‘before the sun 
has found the shrine’). Because it was important for them to 
be among the first in the courtyard, Houston and the boy 
turned out at half past five, but even at this hour found the 
tenement ominously abustle. In the narrow corridors, doors 
wete opening and shutting as the sleepy inmates tumbled 
irritably out. In the backyard, a half-naked crowd of them 
besieged the pump, splashing and scrubbing briskly: in the 
chilly morning. . 

Houston had slept badly and was sick in the stomach with 
excitement. The boy had not slept at all; he had barely had 
time to get in, and was whey-faced with exhaustion. Houston 
looked at him, and nodded. They left right away, without 
washing. 

It was grey and somewhat misty in the street, and there 
was a curious hollow moaning in the air that Houston had 
heard in his room; he saw the reason when they arrived at 
the lakeside. A number of monks stood on a balcony of the 
topmost monastery blowing horns in the direction of the 
shrine. ۱ ۱ 

“What the hell is that?’ 

“They call to the monkey,’ the boy said softly. ‘The abbess 
will go to him later.’ 

There was an extraordinary eeriness and solemnity about 
the calling of the horns in the valley that was disturbing and 
oppressive in the leaden morning, and Houston did not 
inquire further. He saw that none of the groups of people now 
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streaming to the monastery looked across to the shrine or 
even up at the monks: they hurried head-down like harried — 





wraiths along the lakeside. 
The guards were out in strength in the courtyard, but 


executing their duties, Houston noticed, not only in a manner — 


more gentle than he had ever seen, but also in almost total 


silence. The monastery gates were locked, and the area round ۰ 


them kept clear. The people assembled quietly where they 


were bidden. The beggars were not being allowed to take up | 
station today: they had been shepherded into a line on the 
upper flight of steps, and Houston and the boy took up their 


places and waited in silence. 


- Within half an hour, the courtyard, the two flights of steps, — 
the little jetty, were entirely filled, except for a central aisle - 
that had been kept open, and Houston looked down upon a 
remarkable spectacle. Below him, some fifty or sixty thousand 
people stood and waited. They waited with their backs to the - 
lake, gazing up at the monastery and listening in awed silence | 
to the horns invoking their ancient ancestor on his mist-bound | 


island. There were some hundreds of children in the crowd, 


babies even; all as unnaturally hushed and immobile as their i 


۰ 


elders. 


It was now a little after half past six, and the mist had ` 
begun to lift off the water. Suddenly, with a final concerted — 
blast, the horns stopped. In the same moment the chanting © 
began in the monastery. From the crowd arose a vast sigh like | 


a single exhaled breath, and all at once the people seemed 
to come alive. They smiled, they craned; a slow creep forward 
began. Houston turned to the monastery and saw that the 
gates were being opened. 


They were opened from the inside, very slowly, anda man — 


stepped out. He was a tall, lean man, a monk, with a ravaged, 
wasted face and glittering eyes. 


(This was the Lama Rine, Abbot of Yamdring, and his face _ 


was wasted because he had fasted a full seven days to sharpen 
his perception and enable him to identify the more readily 
an incarnation he was expecting. But Houston did not, of 
coutse, at the time, know this.) 

He stepped out on to the terrace above the steps and stood 
breathing deeply for a few moments, gazing about him with 
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violent and affronted eyes. Then he clasped his hands to the 
crowd and addressed them with a single incantation. 

The crowd chanted a reply to the incantation. 

He incanted again. 

The crowd replied again. 

The lama glanced about him for 2 moment and began to 
walk down the steps. He walked slowly, enunciating loudly 
and clearly a four-word chant, which swelled presently as the 
procession emerged behind him. 

Houston had never in his life seen anything like this pro- 
cession, and despite his preoccupations, found himself lost in 
the fascination of it. All thousand of the priestesses seemed 
to be participating. They walked in twos, the first twenty in 
green robes instead of orange and weating on their heads tall 
spires of golden ornaments which tinkled and jangled as they 
moved. They carried prayer wheels in one hand and silk 
flags in the other, which, as Houston watched, began to flutter 
in the breeze that sprang up at that moment from the lake. 

The slender column of gold spires flowed down the steps 
and crossed the courtyard with astonishing grace and beauty; 
` and presently monks followed, forty couples of them, swinging 
golden censers and deepening the shrill chant of the women. 
Houston saw that the middle four carried between them, 
suspended from thin chains, a large salver of beaten gold. 
There was a sparkling of dull green stones on the salver that 
he thought must be rough emeralds, and the crowd bowed 
as the salver passed. But their eyes remained on the monastery, 
and after the second body of women had passed, he saw why. 

A woman came out. She was enormously fat and enor- 
mously imposing in green robes and a vast tricorn head-dress. 
She was also enormously out of breath. She stood on the 
terrace staring about her, and panting hard. 

At sight of her, there was an extraordinary transformation 
in the crowd; in a twinkling all faces had turned black. With 
inctedulity Houston looked again, and realized he was seeing » 
merely the tops of heads. The crowd had bowed deeply; it 
was sinking to its feet. 

He felt the boy’s hand plucking at him, and he sank down 
` himself, and in the presence of the she-devil felt the hairs 
rising at the back of his neck. But he looked up presently and 
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saw he was mistaken. For the woman in the tricorn was not © 
the she-devil. She had stepped aside; she had sunk, gasping, — 
to her own knees. Another procession was issuing from the ] 
monastery. | 

It was a small procession. There was just a single palanquin, 
supported on the shoulders of eight monks. A devil sat in the " 
palanquin. She sat up straight in green robes, with her legs 
' crossed and her hands clasped before her, her terrible face 
staring straight ahead. The devil’s face was all of gold, with 
pointed ears and a leering mouth, and empty slits for eyes, 
and polished emeralds for eyeballs. 

The gooseflesh had come and gone quickly, and Houston " 
looked hard as the palanquin went by him, and saw the | 
white of an eye glimmering from behind the emerald. He | 
saw also that the devil’s face was not on securely; it shook 
slightly with the motion of the palanquin. 

The fat priestess in the tricorn laboured to her feet and 
brought up the rear of the procession; and that for the 
moment seemed to be the end of it. 

A wave of hilarity swept over the crowd as they stumbled 
to their feet and fell, laughing, against each other. Houston 
moved gladly from one stiff leg to the other, stamping to 
. restore the circulation in the cool morning. 

The mist had quite lifted from the island, and the leaders 
seemed already to have arrived. He saw the green and gold 
thread swaying towards the shrine. He had heard something 
of the procedure: the entire procession would walk round the 
monkey, and then leave the abbess alone with him. She would 
commune with her once and only husband, in the terms of 
their courtship, and then return to give his benediction. 

He thought,.in the general murmuring, that he might 
chance a word in the boy’s ear, and he whispered, ‘How long 
before they bring her back?’ . 

The boy looked round him nervously, and muttered ‘They 
don’t bring her. She comes herself.’ : 

‘She walks back?’ 

The boy shook his head. ‘She just appears. She appears in 
the monastery.’ 

‘How?’ 

The boy didn’t know how, for it was an annual miracle. He 
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was too nervous to say another word with the crowds hem- 
ming in on all sides, and merely shook his head. 

The she-devil certainly did not seem to be expected again. 
The crowd chattered and craned quite gaily as the abbot, the 
priestesses, the monks, and finally the empty palanquin 
returned and entered the monastery. 

Houston was left to ponder. ۱ 

Two monks came out presently, and called to the officer of 
the guard, and he saw they were discussing arrangements for 
the admission of the crowd. It seemed that the beggars were 
to be allowed in first, and one of the monks came over and 
shifted them up a step, and was then joined by his colleague, 
who carried, Houston noticed suddenly, a large wood-bound 
book in one hand and a writing brush and ink-horn in the 
other. . 

There was no reason.as yet for his stomach to turn over at 
sight of these implements; and he could cite it later as a useful 
instance of the premonitory faculty at work, for it did so. It 
turned over and over, and every nerve in his body cried out to 
him to turn and lose himself in the crowd. But he did not do 
this. For he saw that the boy, far from sharing his apprehen- 
sion, was actually laughing. He was laughing quite heartily, 
and the monks were laughing, and the beggars were laughing 
too. 

They were giving their names out to be read in the monas- 
tery for what was evidently a part of the benediction, and some 
of the names seemed traditionally comic ones. One old man 
announced himself as ‘The Lord of the Fleas’, and another as 
‘The Mule’s Brother’. The younger ones gave only their 
family names, and Ringling did this; and when it was Hous- 
tors turn gave that too. 

‘Again?’ the monk said, looking up and still smiling. 

‘Houtson. Eoo-tsung,’ the boy said helpfully, with a Tibetan 
inflection. ۱ 

Houston heard the gasp first, and then the clatter of the 
falling book, and the sound of his name going through the 
crowd like wind in a chimney. 

That was the last thing he heard, for the club caught him 
deafeningly on the ear, and then on the side of the head, and 
he was falling into the crowd, and still being struck, jaw, 
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anything but flounder on his knees in the forest of legs. A § 


۱ 
| 
۱ 





mouth, nose, ears, all exploding in shellbursts of light and 
pain, and all so fast he could not cover up or cry out of do 


palette of colours spun before his eyes, and he spun with it, ۱ 


from yellow into orange and orange into red and red into 


blue, that was black, that was blacker than black; that was i 


blackest of all. 


2 


He was in a stone cell, and it was dark. There was a little — 
light from a butter lamp high up near the ceiling, and more ۰ 
coming in through a grille in the door; but on the floor it was _ 
dark. He could see all this in a blinkered sort of way without | 
moving, and he wondered why, and suddenly realized why. — 
He was lying on the floor. He was lying on his back. His head 


was tacky with blood and flared with pain as he tugged it 


loose of the floor. He couldn’t sit up. He hurt all over, a © 
savage, bone-grinding hurt that made him gasp and moan " 
in a way that was familiar; he thought he must have heard 


himself making it in a dream. 


There was something wrong with his mouth; an old acrid © 
taste of blood, and he moved his tongue round and found — 
several teeth had gone. In the same moment he realized why © 
he felt blinkered: one eye was entirely closed up. His whole — 


head was like a pumpkin, swollen and racketing with pain. 
Something awful had gone wrong. He wondered what it 
was. He wondered if it had happened to Ringling, and where 
Ringling was. He didn’t think he was very glad to find himself 
alive. He knew he was crippled, and he didn’t want to be alive 
and crippled. P 


There was a sound at the door, and he saw the grille swinging 


away, and a face looking down at him. There was something 


familiar about the violent eyes and the wasted cheeks, but he 
couldn’t recall what it was. The man spoke his name interro- 
gatively, with a Tibetan inflection, and he tried to nod. 


The man spoke further, quite courteously, and he tried to — 


tell him that he could not understand, but remembered sud- 
denly that he was dumb and mad, and gurgled instead. 
It came back to him, then, all of it. 
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A number of other things sprang to mind, too. If the man 


had spoken to him in Tibetan it could only mean that he did 


not know the truth yet. Hither he had not seen the boy, or 
Ringling had not told him. 
He felt a wave of affection for the boy, and winked with 
his one eye at the two glittering ones above him, and saw 
that the effort had been too much, for already the two shining 
eyes had begun to dance away. They danced to the stone 
wall, and began to revolve there, and he joined them, watching 
with relief as the colours began to spin again: red into brown, 
into blue, into black, into blacker than black, into blackest of 


all. 


The man was still looking at him when he came back, but 
the perspective had changed, and it bothered him. He tried 
to work out why the perspective had changed, but the light 
hurt his eye and he gave it up and went away again. 

‘Wake up,’ the man said. ۱ 

Houston stayed in the dark. Something worried him. 

‘Wake up. You are well now,’ the man Said ae ce 

It worried him more. What was it? Why was it? 

Hands were wiping and smoothing him, and presently, out 
of curiosity, he opened his eye to investigate. Two women 
were cleaning him up. They were doing it on a bed. It was 
day. The man sat on the bed watching him. 

‘You are feeling better now,’ the man said. ‘You are quite 
able to talk.’ 

Houston shut his. eye again at once. Important issues had 
been raised here; he could.not say precisely what they were. 
He knew it was less what the man had said than the way he 
had said it. 

He saw what the issues were after a moment, and lay quietly, 
depressed. 

‘You must wake up and look at me, Houtson,’ the man 
said. “You have had an accident. Look at me now.’ 

Houston looked at him. He was an elderly man, very thin, 
with a head like a copper billiard ball. He wore an orange 
robe. His eyes were large and unusually protrusive, the cheek- 
bones stark in the spare face. He spoke English well though 


pedantically, like an Indian. 
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‘I am the Lama Rine, the abbot of this monastery. You can 


say my name. Try it.’ 

Houston looked at him. 

‘Your own, then. Say your own name. Say Houtson.’ 

Houston decided he had better gurgle. 
. ‘No, no. You must stop this. You do, not have to do that 
any more. We know everything about you, Houtson. You 
must say your name.’ ۱ 

Houston shook his head. 

‘Yes. It is important. Very, very important for you. Say it 
now. Say Houtson.’ 0 

‘Ringling,’ Houston said. ۱ 

The man looked at him with his glowing eyes and snapped 
his fingers with irritation. 

‘Houtson. Houtson,’ he said. 

‘Ringling,’ Houston said. ۱ ا‎ 

‘The boy is quite well. There is nothing the matter with 
him. You may be able to see him later if you tty to speak 
now. Let me hear you say your name.’ 

‘Ringling,’ Houston said. 

The man went after a while. 


A woman brought him food later, and he saw a man 


watching-through the grille. He refused the food. The man 
came in the room. It was not Rine but a younger,. stout 
monk. — the deputy abbot, he learned later - with not such 
good English. ۱ 

‘No eat,’ he said, worried. 

‘Ringling, Houston said. 

The man went away. Rine came back. 


‘It is time to stop this now,’ he said. ‘You are perfectly 


well. There is nothing the matter with you. You can eat and 
talk. If you will not, it is your error. I.can do nothing.’ 

Houston closed his eye. 

“You must eat now. If you cannot eat the tsampa I will send 
you something else. Do you wish milk or fruit or cheese? 
Tell me what you want.’ 

‘Ringling,’ Houston said. 

Rine went away. He came back with two monks and 4 
stretcher. Ringling was on the stretcher. Houston tried to sit 
up in the bed when he saw him, but found he couldn’t. He 
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was strapped up in a jacket and his ribs hurt. The boy seemed ` 
to be in a bit of a mess. His hands were bandaged, and his face 
swollen and plastered. He was weeping. 

‘Sahib, sahib.’ 

‘Ringling,’ Houston said, smiling painfully. 

‘They made me tell, sahib. I couldn’t help it. They made 
me tell them.’ ۱ 

Rine said something to him, quietly, in Tibetan, and the 
monks carried the stretcher closer to the bed. 

‘You should tell them everything now, sahib. It is for the 
best.’ 

‘Aren’t you able to walk?’ 

‘My feet are a little burnt. It’s nothing, sahib. I’m very 
sorry, the boy said, weeping. 

‘Tt’s-all right. Cheer up,’ Houston said, his bowels turning 
to water, as he suddenly saw the feet. They were thickly 
plastered with ointment. ۱ 
` ‘Now, Mr Houtson, you must speak to us,’ Rine said. 

Houston spoke to him. He was not by nature a swearing 
man, but he swore then, surprising obscenities that he had 
not heard, let alone used, since his Navy days. Rine did not 
seem to have heard them at all. He said, “We can go into this 
later. I am very angry with you. You see what fearful things 
have had to be done to the boy because you would not talk 
to us. He is a very good boy, a most loyal boy. It was very 
painful to make him suffer in this way for you.’ 

Houston tried to get out of bed to hit him, but sank back 
again, sick with pain, and when he came to, they were gone. 
The butter lamp was lit. A young shaven-headed girl was 
looking down at him curiously. 

. ‘Hello,’ Houston said. 

She stepped quickly back. > 

‘The lord will eat now?’ she said in Tibetan. 

‘All right,’ Houston said, and felt his lips crack as he 
smiled. ۱ 

She was staring at him in fascination, and she backed to 
the door and scuttled quickly out. Houston eased himself in 
the bed. He wondered how many ribs were broken. He could 
move his arms and legs. He had an idea someone had told 
him he was crippled. He didn’t seem to be crippled. It had 
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‘been a fair going-over, all the same. The walls of the cell Wete 


waving in and out; he thought he was still concussed. His 
mouth was raw. He wondered if the lord would be able to eat, 


He was waiting for his food with a fair appetite however, 
when the girl returned, and had tucked into it before she was 
out of the room even. There was a bowl of tea and tsampa on 
the tray, with a little dish of soft cheese, a glass of warm milk 
and a few lichees. 

He could see the girl watching him through the grille as he 
ate. He saw her there until he was on to the lichees, and then 
she went. Rine’s face appeared a few minutes later. He came 
into the cell. 

‘Ah, you are finished. We will talk now.’ 

“With Ringling here,’ Houston said. 

“He cannot come now. Later he can come.’ 

‘We can talk later then.’ 

“No. We cannot. The boy is sleeping. The doctor has given 
him a drug. But I will bring him if you wish it.’ 

_ “Wait a minute,’ Houston said as he got to the door. 

The abbot came back. 

‘ What is the urgency?’ 

“The urgency is that you have been here three days and 


the people are very alarmed. They have hurt you once already, 





ght. Your name is Houtson, and you- 


and I apologize for it. They had no ‘tight at all to do so. 
Quite the contrary. But they have a right to know. who you 


ate, and they are waiting to hear. They are still waiting outside 


the monastery. They will not go away.’ 


_ Houston looked at him. The only sense he could make of - 
it was that he had been here three days. He said, ‘I don’t | 


understand. You know who I am.’ 

The lama sat on a stool. 

‘Let us see if we are ri 
have come to find a brot 

‘That’s right.’ 

‘What is your brother’s name?’ 

‘You know his name. Whittington. Hugh Whittington.’ 

“How can that be if your family name is Houtson>? 

‘We are half-brothers. We have the same mother.’ 

Yes, the lama said, looking at him. He looked all over his 
face. “ What was your mother’s before-marriage name?’ 
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her you suppose to be staying here.’ 


‘Coulter.’ =a 

‘Was she English also?’ 

‘Scottish.’ 

‘And her mother — also Scottish?’ ..- 

‘No. She was French,’ Houston said. ‘ What the hell has this 
got to do with anything?’ 

He felt suddenly ill. He thought he shouldn't have taken 
the tea. The yak butter was turning over and over inside 
him. 

‘From a part of the French empire, perhaps?’ 

. ‘I don’t know.’ 7 ۱ 

‘From Cambodia, Indo-China - some such region?’ 

‘I don’t know. Look, could you go away now?’ 

‘Shortly. Whose idea was it that you should come here>?’ 

‘My idea.’ 

‘Nobody suggested it to you? The boy, for instance?’ 

‘Nobody. Nobody. I don’t feel well.’ 

‘One moment more. What had you heard about this mona- 
stery?’ 

‘I need the toilet, Houston said weakly. 

The lama rose reluctantly. ‘I will send someone in.’ 

` He sent the young girl in, with a pan. She got it under him, 


. and Houston signalled her to leave. She didn’t leave. She 


stayed, watching him with fascination. Houston tried to be 
discreet, but he was not in a condition to be discreet. 

The abbot returned presently. He had a box with him. ‘I 
would like you to identify some objects.’ 

Houston looked at him with a strange sinking feeling. 
‘What do you mean, identify? My brother is here. I know he 
is here.’ 

The abbot said nothing further. He tipped the contents of 
the box out on to the bed. Houston gazed at them in per- 
plexity. They were not Hugh’s. He couldn’t see how they 
could possibly be Hugh’s. There were three silk jackets. There 
were three pairs of high boots. There were three daggers with 
chased hilts, and three rings. 

“What are they?’ 

Ta don’t remember seeing any of them?’ 

ç 0:2 

‘Many years ago, perhaps, in childhood?’ 
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‘Tve never seen them before in my life.’ 
The lama sorted out the silk jackets. “Which one would 
you pick for yourself?’ ۱ 

‘I have no reason to pick any of them.’ 

‘If you were to have a reason. If I were to make you a 

ift.’ ۱ 
: Houston looked at the jackets. They were of similar cut but 
different design. One was in a traditional Tibetan block 
pattern he had seen before, one was Indian, the last, the best, — 
Chinese. 

“That one,’ he said. 

' € Why? 2 

‘It’s the best design.’ 

“They are all good designs.’ 

‘All right, whichever you want. What has this got to do ۰ 
- with my brother?’ 

‘I would like you to select also from the other groups,’ the 
abbot said. “One object from each.’ 

It struck Houston suddenly, while he was doing it, what it — 
was all about. He gazed at the lama blankly. He said, ‘You’re 
not by any chance — this isn’t a test to see if I’m a reincarna- 
tion?’ 

The lama stared at him for several silent seconds. He said, - 
‘You have felt yourself to be an incarnation?’ 

‘No. Certainly not. Not at all,’ Houston said. 

> “Why do you ask this question?’ 
` “I suddenly tumbled what you were doing.’ 

| “Has it happened to you before?’ ۱ 
J ‘OFf course it hasn’t. I’ve read about it.’ 

‘Where have you read?’ 

‘I can’t remember. Everybody’s read about it. It’s common 
knowledge,’ Houston said, losing patience. But he did remem- . 
ber, just at that moment: the rapt, Jammy sessions with the 

works of Arthur Mee before the nursery fire at Highgate; all 


a long time ago, a long way away from the monastery of 
Yamdring. 


The lama was examining him silently. 

‘Proceed, then,’ he said after a moment. 

Houston was not thinking very well, but he could see even 
with his one eye that the objects fell into three groups, 
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Chinese, Indian, and Tibetan; he thought his best bet would 
be to spread the load. He chose an Indian dagger, a Chinese 
ring, and Tibetan boots. : ۱ 

He thought the lama was a bit put out by this selection. - 
The bony fingers drummed on the box. 

‘I hope I’ve been of assistance,’ Houston said. 

‘I think you have been playing with me, Houtson.’ 

‘I’ve only tried to help,’ Houston said, smiling innocently. 
‘Pm sorry if I chose wrong.’ 

The lama stood up. His eyes glittered in the light of the 
butter lamp. 

‘This is the problem,’ he said. “You did not choose wrong, 
Houtson. Your choice is infallibly right.’ 


3 


He slept very badly that night, and his head ached in the 

morning. The abbot visited him after breakfast. He was not 
alone, and Houston observed his companion with some sur- 
prise. It was the magnificent young man who had given 
away his clothes and jewels in the courtyard a few days before. 
He was dressed now in a different shade of blue, and his 
jewellery was more modest; but his glossy black hair was still 
braided over his head in the way that Houston remembered, 
and the long turquoise ear-ring still dangled from his ear. He 
was followed into the cell by an attendant who carried 2 
decorated pouffe for him to sit on. The young man did mot 
sit.on the pouffe. He stood and examined Houston for several 


seconds. ` 
‘I will leave you now,’ the lama said, and went, with the 
attendant. 


The young man continued to examine Houston. ۱ 

‘Well,’ he said at length, “you seem to be on the mend 
now. Quite a change from when I saw you last, old chep. 
Ganzing - George Ganzing,’ he said, coming over and holding 
out his hand. . 

Houston took the hand in some consternation, 

‘I expect you’re a bit surprised. I went to school in India, 
The abbot thought it would be an idea if I asked you a tew 
questions.’ 
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‘I see? Houston ‘said. Once the shock was over, it was | 
possible to detect undertones in the preposterous accent. ‘I’ve 
got a few to ask myself.’ ۱ 

‘I dare say,’ the young man said. He sat down on the 
pouffe. ‘Where ate you from ۶ Whats your first 
name?’ ۱ 
` “Charles. Pm from London.’ 

_ “You came in from Kalimpong, I understand?’ 

‘That’s it.’ 

‘Tell me the names of a few people in Kalimpong.’ 9 

‘I don’t know anybody there. Only a trader called Michael- | 
SOR 

` ‘Michaelson, yerss. What sort of chep is Michaelson?’ 

‘I don’t know — an ordinary sort of chap.’ 

‘Thin chep, fet chep, old chep 7. l 
‘Oh. Fet chep. Fat chap,’ Houston said in some confusion. 
‘Elderly. What’s all this about?’ 

‘Who do you know in London?’ 5; 
. ‘Nobody you would know. I was a teacher. I taught art — 
E 





‘Know a Colonel Brigginshaw? Ronnie Blake-Winter? — 
Duff Walker?’ i 
‘No. Pm telling you. I was just a teacher. I taught at a | 
school in Fulham. I lived at a place called Baron’s Court.’ 
‘A place called what?’ 
*Baron’s Court.’ J 
‘Baron’s Court,’ the young man said, pulling at bis ear-ring | 
and smiling with polite disbelief. 9 
‘It’s a part of London. It’s a big place. Thousands of people " 
live there... . ۱ 


“Yerss. How about Scotland? Your mother comes from 3 
there, I believe.’ ۱ 
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‘Tell me about Aberdeen. Tell me all you know about i 
Aberdeen.’ | 
‘I don’t know anything about Aberdeen. Pye never been ' 
there. Look, what are you trying to prove?’ ۱ ۱ 
‘Tm not trying to prove anything, old chep.’ 
‘Tve told you who I am. Get my brother in here. Get 
Ringling. Thep’ll tell you who I am.’ 
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‘That isn’t the idea, old chep.’ 

‘What is the idea? Who are you?’ 

‘I’m the Duke of Ganzing. The monastery happens to be 
in my parish — so to speak. No need-to get hot under the 
collar, old chep.’ 

‘Then what the hell is happening here? Who do these 
people think I am?’ ۱ 

‘The theory is that you might be a chep who was here 
once before. Rather a bad chep, called Hu-Tzung. Same name, 
you see.’ ; 

‘Look, Houston said earnestly, ‘that isn’t my name. The 
boy got it all wrong. It’s Houston. You’ve all been saying it 
wrong. Houston, not Houtson. Houston. Do you see?’ 

BY CTSS > . 

‘It’s a very common name in England. Thousands of people | 
are called Houston. Millions, probably.’ 

‘Quite. The thing is, you’re the only one who has turned 
up. And just when expected, you see. Our oracle here warned 
that you would be coming - oh, many years ago now. The 
time was fixed fairly spot-on.’ FE 

Houston regarded him with silent passion. He had the 
impression he had fallen among lunatics whom he must con- 
vince in their own terms. He said, ‘Look — this man- Hu- 
Tzung, he was a Chinaman, was he?” 

‘A sort of. He was a prince who came. with a horde about 
two hundred years ago, and did rather a lot of damage. What 
is worse, the abbess is reputed to have fallen in love with him. 
People are still pretty. keyed-up about it,’ he said, shaking 
his ear-ring. 

‘Do I look to you like a Chinaman?’ 

- ‘Ah, I see your point. Of course, I’m hardly the person to 
expound this — the abbot is your man — but all that is provided 


for. The oracle spoke of an incarnation “from beyond the 


sunset”. This would seem to indicate from the west. Of course, 
nobody took it to mean quite so far to the west. The lama has 
the feeling he has been bowled rather a fastone. The poor chep 
is very puzzled,’ said the duke, shaking his head. ‘All the same, 
you know, an incarnation knows no frontiers. One could just 
as easily be born in Timbuctoo as Tibet. Or even in — what was 

it, Balance Cord?’ ۱ 
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‘Baron’s Court. 
‘Quite.’ 


‘Look,’ Houston said, trying to sit up. “This is mad. Any ` 


number of people in Tibet know about me. Your man in 
Kalimpong does. The people in the Foreign Ministry in 
Lhasa - I’ve been worrying them for months about my 
brother. My name is on letters and telegrams. I can show 
you it on my passport if I had it.’ 

‘Where is your passport?’ 

‘In Calcutta. I sent it to the Great Eastern Hotel there 
with all my papers when I set out for here.’ 

‘Pity.’ 

‘Don’t you believe me?’ 

‘It’s not what I believe,’ the duke said, picking a fleck 
of silk from his robe. ‘ You’ve got to look at it from the other 
chep’s point of view. A chep comes here and gives his name 
as Hu-Tzung —’ 

‘T’ve told you. I never did.’ 

‘_ He comes bang on time. He comes from the west. And 
he picks out all the right objects in the test. Well! What do 
you expect a chep to think?’ 

‘The test was a joke,’ Houston said weakly. ‘I picked out 
one of each, Chinese, Indian, and Tibetan. I didn’t pick them 
out because they meant anything.’ ۱ 

“Oh, quite. Of course, some cheps might think you were 
therefore meant to pick them out.’ 

‘Do you think that?’ ۰ 

‘Tm only.giving you the strength of the opposition, old 
chep. Strange things happen in this country. I’ve seen them 
myself.’ ۱ 

Houston looked at him and tried to gather his forces. His 
head was tacketing so much that he could hardly think. He 


said, “All right. Look at it this way. This man, Hu-Tzung = © 


what is he supposed to come here for?’ 

‘We can’t go into that, old chep. 

‘He’s not looking for a brother, is he?’ 

‘I really —’ 

‘So if someone comes here who is looking for one, whose 
only thought is to find him and go away again right away, 
. without bothering anyone — he couldn’t be Hu-Tzung.’ 
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The sloe-black eyes, which had been regarding him amiably, 
blinked a little. 

‘So it might appear. Unfortunately, one or two things have 
happened — rather odd things - which tend to connect the two 
stories* + - 

‘What things?’ 

‘I can’t tell you.’ 

. “What’s happening to my brother?’ 

‘Pm merely a bystander, old chep. I really can’t say any- 
thing.’ 

‘Why is he being kept here?’ 

‘I never said he was, old chep.’ 

‘I know he is. He’s in the third monastery.’ 

‘Splendid,’ the duke said, and stood up. 

Houston saw the interview was at an end. He said quickly, 
‘Can’t you at. least give me some idea what the hell is to 
happen to me?’ 

The young man smoothed his robe and rapped on the 
door. ‘That rather depends on who the hell you are, doesn’t 
it?’ he said. ‘Only the governor can tell us now.’ 

‘The governor?’ 

‘In order to get the crowds away. The village is still packed. 
They won’t leave. It’s all been very tricky. Very tricky indeed,’ 
he said, as the door opened. ‘Still, we should know by to- 
morrow. The old chep is getting hete just as quickly as he 
can.’ 

‘Wait a minute,’ Houston said. ‘How is he supposed to say 
who I am when nobody else can?’ 

‘Oh ... he has his methods, you know,’ the duke said. He 
looked unhappy for a moment. ‘I shouldn't think about it, — 
old chep. Try and get a bit of rest now.’ 

Houston did think about it. He thought about nothing else 
all day. They brought Ringling in to see him in the afternoon. 
The boy had improved a little, and the burns on his feet were 
now bandaged; Houston could not take his eyes off them. 

He fell asleep, still wondering about the governor’s methods. 
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CHAPTER: ۳۱1 
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THE governor of Hodzo, at 67, did not account himself a 
cruel man. In the course of duty, certainly, he had had to exact _ 
some cruel penalties. Several hundred tongues and noses and 
eyes had been removed at his behest over the years. But these, 
essentially, were tributes to tradition; the governor had the 
highest regard for tradition. He was happy to think that he 
would sooner remove the entire organs of an individual, or of ` 
a generation of individuals, than alter one whit or title of the |. 
divine corpus of tradition that related their functions in society. ۰ 
In this he considered himself a reasonable man: he wished only | 
to leave things as he found them. ۱ 

He was not, however, feeling particularly reasonable as he | 
transferred from his horse to his official palanquin two miles 
from Yamdring. He was feeling old and vengeful and frus- 
trated. He had been in Hodzo for precisely four hours when 

- the message had arrived; long enough to hear of the misdeeds 
of his youngest wife, but not to beat her for them. He wanted 
to beat her. She was-17 and beautiful and he had not been 
able to enjoy her for a long time. He had not been able to enjoy 
any of his three wives, and he thought he would like to beat 
them all. 

In the past year the governor had been able to exercise — 
only the sketchiest kind of control over his private affairs. It 
had been one of the worst of his life; an endless succession of 
worrying problems and uncomfortable journeys and bad — 
smells. The fact that he knew himself partly to blame was 
merely an additional aggravation. ۱ 

A devoutly religious man, the governor knew that all action ` 
led to suffering: it was the first law of Karma. He had observed 
the law at work in his own life. Cause was followed by effect, 
and the tendency of effect was to become, with the years, 
increasingly unpleasant. 

A year before the governor had wished to retire. He had 
known very well what he wanted to do in retirement. He had 
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planned it with care. He wanted a pleasant house with a park 
outside Hodzo; he had bought it. He wanted a library of three 
thousand volumes and a domestic priest; he had acquired 
them. He wanted to spend the nights in a manner suitable for 
an old gentleman of regular but sluggish appetites; he had 
taken a luscious new wife. 

And he had been dissuaded. The Regent had spoken of the 
threatening years ahead, of the governot’s unrivalled know- 
ledge of affairs, of his statesmanlike judgement. And the 
governor had listened. His vanity had been tickled. He had 
stayed. ۱ ۱ 

` This was Cause, and all the unpleasant effects of the past 
year could be traced directly to.it. For the honeyed words had 
wound the wheel, and the governor’s vanity cocked it; Karma 
had begun to run it down again at once. 

First the Europeans had come. Then four of them had 
stayed. Then one of them had become curious. And then the 
governor had felt bound to exercise his statesmanlike judge- 
ment.... 

It was an aberration he had never ceased to regret. For if 
he had reported the matter at once to Lhasa, as ordinary 
common sense had demanded, Lhasa would have taken it off 
his shoulders. (He would, however, have had himself to travel 
to Lhasa: it had been the thought of ten nights’ absence from - 
the tormenting and ingenious new occupant of his bed that 
had deflected the governor from the course of common sense.) 

So, carnal desire had brought about the conspiracy; and 
the conspiracy another stranger to worty him from half-way 
round the world; and the stranger a series of events that had 
set a final term to the governor’s desire. 

This was the way Karma worked, one wheel turning another 
‘to achieve its ultimate refinements. 

The governor thought of some of these refinements as he 
dismounted stiffly from his horse in the chilly evening; in 
particular of the series that had begun with the conspiracy. 
° They formed a pattern so grimly ironic that he groaned a 
little to himself as he climbed painfully into his palanquin. 

If he had not become involved in the conspiracy, he need 
not have undertaken his subsequent journeys. If he had not 
gone on the journeys, he need not have suffered so keenly 


137 











at the thought of pleasures missed. If he had not missed these 1 
pleasures, he need not have: hurried home so precipitately on © 


horseback to resume them. . ۱ ev 

All that the governor’s haste on horseback had got him 
was a hernia. With the hernia he could not enjoy his pleasures, 

The. hernia was only the latest of the ironies of Karma, but 
it was the one most on the governor’s mind as he eased himself 
gently on to the air cushion in his palanquin. He had bought 
the air cushion on a journey to India earlier in the year; it 
had struck him at the time as the most worthwhile, if not the 
only, contribution made so far by western science to the art 
of living, and he had been looking forward for several hours 
to supporting his hernia on it. He realized instantly, however, 
that even this comfort was to be denied him. His youngest 
wife, in an effort to conciliate him and show her love, had 
blown it up herself. She had blown it up too hard. He could 
not find the nipple to let the air out, and had to sit down 
heavily upon it as the palanquin was borne aloft and carried 
briskly along on the uneven track. 

The governor had preserved a stoic silence in the saddle, 
but in the relative privacy of the palanquin permitted himself 
to hiss rhythmically with pain. The drum-tight surface of the 
cushion thrummed against him like a tennis racket, transmit- 
ting with perfect fidelity every irregularity of the track direct 
to his hernia. He was reminded, in the blinding firecracker 
flashes of pain, of a Chinese torture he had witnessed once in 
the year 1911. All the same, he could not bring himself to 
order a reduction of speed, for it was an article of faith with 
him that the business of the State came before that of the 
individual; and even now speed was important. 

He could see the glare of the butter lamps from Yamdting 
over the brow of a hill, and shortly afterwards, the village 
itself — still crowded four days after the festival. A stop would 
have to be put to this. 

The governor was well aware that he was the only official 
in Tibet who could say for certain whether the latest arrival 
at the monastery was the person he claimed to be or an im- 
postor. He rather hoped there would be room for doubt. His 
mind had become centred with peculiar persistence on the 
Chinese torture. He had never tried it himself, for it was not 
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labyrinth of the building in 2 silence broken only by the | 
scuffing, felt boots of the monks; ahd as they came to the end 
of a corridor heard a sudden stamping of feet. As they 
rounded the corner he saw the reason. A body of men was 
lined up before a doorway. The men were dressed in a 
uniform he had not seen before. Houston realized this must 
be the governor’s retinue. He had arrived at last. 

At first, after the darkness outside he was almost blinded by 
the glare within. Some hundreds of butter lamps shone; they 
shone from every nook and cranny of the walls and ceiling, 
and two enormous candelabra ftments of them were sus- 
pended above a long table. Two men sat at the table, in silks — 
and jewels, with braided hair and long turquoise ear-rings; 
and for a moment, recalling his entry into another brilliant 
room with other jewelled men, he had the nightmarish im- 
pression that on his journey through the monastery he had — 
in some occult way been carried back in time to the house — 
of the Tibetan consul in Kalimpong; an impression so strongly ۰ 
confirmed by the tortoise-shell cat look of one of the men 
that he looked wildly round from the stretcher to see if 
Michaelson was not also in the room. 

Michaelson was not in the room, and neither had Houston 
been carried back in time. The abbot was there. The deputy - 
abbot was there. The vast priestess in the tricorn was there. | 

| 
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And so, too, was the Duke of Ganzing; he was seated at the 
table. Also at the table was the man with the face of a tortoise- 
" shell cat. 

Houston looked at him more closely. The man’s hair | 
bristled with combs. His little slit eyes were creased in a smile 
that was belied by the tight cat mouth. His diminutive hands 
were folded one on top of the other like little paws. And he 
was regarding Houston intently, in just the way that the man 
in Kalimpong had regarded him. In the same moment, realizing | 
who this man-must be, Houstonfelt an enormous weight lift- * 
ing from him. 

He said with incredulity, ‘But - but I’ve met him before.’ 

All eyes were upon him in the brilliant room. 

‘I met him in Kalimpong. I met him in the house of the 


consul. Ask him,’ he said urgently to the abbot. ‘Ask him if he 
doesn’t remember me.’ 
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The abbot had already begun to speak, before he had 
finished, and Houston watching the cat-like face, saw a 
shadow cross it — a shadow of disappointment, almost of bitter 
annoyance. The man was seated, for some reason, on an 
enormous pile of cushions and he moved on theni hissing 
slightly, so that it seemed he was going to deny having met 
him. But after another long and searching look he nodded 
slowly and spoke a few curt words. 

The abbot turned and snapped his fingers. The monks 
who had laid the stretcher on a table, picked it up again. 
Houston saw with confusion that he was being taken back. 

He said, ‘Just a minute. What’s happening? What’s been 
decided?’ ۱ 

‘Nothing has been decided,” the abbot said. He walked 
over and looked down at Houston on the stretcher. ‘You 
should not have come.’ ۱ 

‘What do you mean? What’s going on here?’ 

The abbot’s eyes glowed sombrely. ‘You have brought it 
on yourself,” he said. 

He snapped his fingers once more. The stretcher-bearers 
turned. Houston said in exasperation from the stretcher, 
‘Look here, what the devil — I’ve got a right to know — but — 
had to finish his protest in the corridor. 

Moments later he was returning at a brisk shuffle through 
the dark monastery, through the complex of halls and corri- 
dors, to his cell, to his bed. The door was closed, the bolt shot, 
the corridor lamp snuffed, and he was alone, in darkness. 3 

He lay there, bewildered, perturbed; and yet at the same 
time most powerfully relieved. For he was back at least in 
one piece, and he had not expected to be. And but for the 
miracle of the Kalimpong meeting he knew he would not 
have been. He thought he could see, dimly, how this miracle 
might have come about; and more dimly still the nature of 
۰ the predicament in which it had placed the monastery authori- 
ties. But he could not see into the peculiar menace of: the 
abbot’s last words. They worried him. 

it was a long time before he slept that night, and when he 
did he dreamed that searchlights werte turned on him and 
that his very soul was being investigated, and he awoke just 
before dawn, chilled and afraid. He seemed to know with 
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complete nightmarish certainty that his future had just then 


been settled. He wondered how he knew this, and what his 
future was, but at the same time told himself there was no 
point in wortying. Someone would tell him soon enough next 
day what his future was. 


In this, Houston was wrong. No one told him anything, 
He waited all that day, and the next, and the one after, for 
some official tidings. No tidings came. His only visitor was 
an old priestess, who, though tending him most solicitously 
and with the greatest respect, would neither talk nor listen 
to him. It took him some time to realize why: the old creature 
was both deaf and dumb. He wondered if she had been chosen 
for this reason. 

During these three days of perfect seclusion, with nothing 
to occupy him - for they had taken away all his possessions - 
Houston got to know his cell pretty well. He could recall it 
in later years with peculiar vividness. 

It was twelve feet long by eight wide. It was constructed 
entirely of eighty-one stone slabs. It contained no furniture 
of any sort apart from his bed, which was made up on a 
stone shelf, and the butter lamp fixture on the wall. He had 
a view of the sky through an outside grille that was too high 
for him to reach, and one of the corridor through the grille 
in the door: apart from this his view was circumscribed by 
the ninety-six square feet of cell. 

He got out of bed and measured it. He did this with his 
forefinger. He also measured his bed; and finding that the 
snuffer of the butter lamp was operated by a cord, measured 
that, too; and tied several hundred knots in it, and untied 
them again. Between times, he exercised his trunk.. This was 
now giving him so little discomfort that he doubted if his 


tibs were cracked at all; he felt in most respects perfectly fit, 


eye back to normal, bruises fading fast. 

‘With all this excess of time and fitness, he thought that if 
somebody did not very soon bring him some news he would 
go off his head. 

But. nobody brought him news, and he did not go off his 
head. He measured, and. knotted, and exercised his trunk, 
instead, and in this way somehow managed to pass the three 
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uneventful days (during which, as it happened, nihe masses 
were held in his honour, nine thousand candles burned to-his 
glory, and his name inscribed in the Golden Book of the 
Trulkus); speculating continuously, at first with dread, and 
then anger, and finally only despair, on what was going on. 


3 


What was going on was an operation of considerable com- 
plexity. Houston was being canonized. It had seemed to the 
abbot and the governor and the duke that there was no other 
measure even approximately applicable to a problem that 
was in itself for the moment quite insoluble. 

Fifty thousand people had witnessed the arrival of the man 
announced as Hu-Tzung. They would not believe it if it were 
stated that he was not Hu-Tzung. From every point of view it 
was best that he should be handed over to them, thus at one 
stroke settling the civil disturbance, fulfilling the prophecy, . 
and averting the evil mission — all without stain of blood on 
the hands of the monastery. 

It was a solution the governor would most dearly have 
wished to approve. But he could not. For he knew very well 
who the stranger was, and even better, that it was his own 
errors of judgement that had brought him here. He had gone 
to Kalimpong to inspect him. He had gone to see if he was 
the kind of man who would ultimately become discouraged 
and go away. He had formed the conclusion that he was not 
of this kind, and had ordered certain preventive measures to 
be taken. 

But the measures had been too few and too late; the 
governor knew it now. And error had compounded error, 
until the worst had come about; until in some ghastly and 
inscrutable way this most damnable of men had become con- 
fused with the Incarnation. 
` The soul of the governor yearned to apply a little of the 
Chinese torture, to ease his worry, and perhaps the situation. 
He would most willingly, in the interests of Jaw and order, 
have turned a blind eye on his special knowledge of this man. 
But for one thing the man had recognized him, and for another 
he had come up against religious objections. 
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` As the abbot had pointed out, to agree to such a course. | 
would lay them open not only to a charge of illegality, but | 
also to one of blasphemy — and of being accessories to sacri. 


lege. For in acknowledging Houston as the Incarnation, if he 
were not, they left the abbess, the monastery, and the mona- 


. stery treasure, unprotected against the real Hu-Tzung, who, 


in the terms of the prophecy, must certainly come between 

the sixth month of Earth Bull and the last of Iron Tiger. 
From the abbot’s point of view it would be dangerously 

wrong to accept Houston as the Incarnation; from the 


governor’s dangerously wrong not to. Impasse. From out of | 


the impasse, Little Daughter had spoken. 

Little Daughter had sat in silence so far, balancing her vast 
bulk on a tiny stool and nodding her tricorn in occasional 
agreement. She was a person of some consequence in the 
monastery, for she was the only one in regular contact with 
the abbess; but her duties were domestic rather than adminis- 


. trative, and she was somewhat overawed in this masculine and 


worldly-wise company. She spoke therefore hesitantly. 

The issue that Little Daughter raised was one that had 
vexed scholars for several generations: the question of how 
it was possible for Hu-Tzung, having once been destroyed by 
Chen-Rezi, the God-Protector, to return as a man. That he 
should return in some form to the scene of his crimes was of 
course expected and perfectly proper; as, perhaps, a mule, a 
dog, a flea. But that he should do so as a waz — in the same 
order of body in which he had transgressed - this was scarcely 
in accordance with the divine tule. 

What Little Daughter had to suggest, therefore, with the 


greatest deference to the abbot, was that this man, having " 


passed his tests infallibly, was perhaps a companion spirit of 
Hu-Tzung; as it might be, an alter ego, Who had returned 
either to expiate the transgressions of his pernicious partner, 
0۶ to avert. some further expected ones. Was it possible, she 


. asked, hoping not to be taken for a fool, that they were here 


dealing with a ¢rulku? 
A traltku?? said the abbot in astonishment. 
‘Since he has arrived at the tight time,’ Little Daughter 


faltered, scréwing her tricorn in confusion, ‘and giving the 
right name —’ ۱ 0 
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‘A frulku\’ said the governor, feeling some miraculous 
easement come stealing to his hernia at the very suggestion. 

The governor knew that he would never himself be a 
trulku; once escaped from the mortal coil nothing whatever, 
no hope of extra merit, no prospect of early oblivion in 
nirvana, would ever induce him to return to it. None the less, 
it was a fact that some did. Through merit they were released 
from the wheel of existence that Shindje, the monstrous ۰ 
Judge of the Dead, revolved between his teeth; and they gave ` 
up the opportunity, to come back, to show the way, to watch 
and ward. He looked curiously at the abbot to see how he 
was taking the idea. ۱ 

The abbot was taking it very cautiously, rubbing his hands 
and scrutinizing them with extreme care. 

‘A trulku ot a yidag?’ he said at last. 

‘Are we not bound to believe, my lord, rather in 2 ¢ru/ku - 
since he has been sent? An unconscious /ru/ku,’ said Little 
Daughter eagerly, ‘who has merely felt himself drawn here —’ 

‘With a specific mission?’ ۱ 

‘To protect the Mother and all of us,’ said Little Daughter. 
She said it devoutly, but also, the governor thought, a shade 
plainly, as though to indicate that one hundred monks and an 
abbot and a duke had not between them so far managed to 
provide any very effective alternative form of protection. 

Although this was unquestionably a theological matter, the 
governor saw so much sense in it that he felt bound to inter- 
yene. ‘Bearing in mind the difficulties raised by The Return,’ 
he said, ‘and if this suggestion, Abbot, is at all possible -" 

‘It’s possible,’ the abbot said briefly, and stood up. “We 
must have immediate guidance from the Oracle.’ ۱ 

It was then shortly after three in the morning, and the 
Oracle, a young woman whose abnormal psychic qualities in 
no way interfered with her quite normal physical ones, had 
been in her cell for six hours. Little Daughter went discreetly 
ahead to see that she was in it alone. 

Within minutes, the small procession, now including the 
Oracle, was making its way through the silent monastery; 
across the main hall, across the smaller one, up the narrow 
corridor, to the cell where Houston lay sleeping. The Oracle 


slipped quietly in; and five minutes later, quietly out again. 
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‘There is an aura,’ she announced. ‘It is a good one, The 
is perfectly healthy. I cannot say more. 
oe fhe Evade she had said enough. Bes: 

Half an hour later, having disposed of all objections, and 
also a stiff nightcap, he sank with a little moan into bed. 
There were feather cushions at his head, and more at his 
hernia, and the sheer unimagined bliss after the dreadful day 
gave him a sensation of floating so marvellously euphoric that, 
mindful of his irreligious reflections of the day, he made a 

j f contrition. 
D his wives. He forgave the English nation. He 
forgave his fellow conspirators; and even the old vile body 
whose hungers and weaknesses had brought him to his present 
indignities; and said good-bye to this old body, to every | 
particle of it, as it slipped away from him into limbo. 

Each one of these particles told the governor that his 
judgement had been right; and as sleep sang in his ears and he 
drifted down to join them, he felt himself smiling. 

Statesmanship, after all, worked. For a year at least there 
would be no more troubles at Yamdring; for a year no more 
journeyings. It was a prospect so delightful that he carried it 


with him into sleep, and as he slept still smiled, this doomed | 
and luckless man. | 
| 
۱ 


Later, on a morning when his doom was certain, he was to 
confess all of this to Houston; all of his hopes and dreams, | 

every small part of what had led up to this moment. He did | 
| not spare himself, for he was bent not upon justification but a 
purging of the soul; he was morally certain what lay before | 
him the next day. E 

He was drunk at the time, and Houston also; they sat in | 
the governor’s library with the governor’s wives and the | 
governor’s volumes, drinking the last of the governor’s arak: ۱ 


he was taking a melancholy farewell of all the pleasures and 


. Vanities of his life. 


But that was a morning still in the future. 


. On the mofnin 
sleep, his procla 
monastery and o 


g when the governor could still smile in his 

mation was posted. It was posted inside the 

ut, and all that day runners carried it through- 
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out the province. By noon, when the first of the nine canonical 
masses began, several thousand people had managed to 
squeeze in to participate. By evening, thousands more were 
addressing their prayers through the new 274/00 

The new #ra/ku himself at this time was resting after a long 
day of measurement and exercise. 

During the next two days, while the cycle of masses was 
completed and the village cleared, he continued with these 
activities; and on the morning of the fourth day awoke pre- 
pared wearily to resume them. He had almost given up 
wondering what was going on, and he despaired of talking to 
another human being ever again. On this day, however, one 
came to see him. E 

The duke arrived early, with only a small retinue, and by 
midday was bearing Houston back with him to his mansion 
at Ganzing. Houston sat beside him in a double palanquin on 
the journey, deeply bewildered, and for this reason at first 

‘mistook the obeisance that was being offered on all sides as 
respect due to his companion. But he could not mistake it 
when, in the country, relays of men and women began running 
beside the palanquin, braving the blows of the outriders for 
the privilege of kissing his feet. 

The duke had hoped to put off all explanation until they 
had reached the house, but he saw that the hope was a forlorn 
one. - 

‘A what?’ Houston said. 

‘A trulku, the duke said diffidently. “It means a sort of saint.’ 

‘I see, Houston said. 

A large number of weird things had happened to him in 
the past year, but this was certainly the weirdest. He found 
himself wondering, just for a moment, what two young 
women in London would make of it. 


4 


The mansion of Ganzing sat magnificently at the end of a 
wooded valley, and comprised within its walls a self-support- 
ing feudal community. There was a farrier and a tanner, and 
a mason and a tailor, and several other craftsmen besides: 
their little shops and dwellings had been added to two parallel 
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wings of the building, so that the house, with its stables, | 
granary, brewery and working quarters had developed with | 


the years in the shape of an elongated U. 

As Houston approached it, by way of a landscaped park 
and a mile-long mani wall, he saw that the young man’s 
substance was very great. For hour after hour in the fertile 
Ganzing valley, they had passed vast herds of yaks and tolling 
fields of barley. All this belonged to the duke. There had even 
been a couple of sawmills at work, erected by the duke 
himself — riches indeed in a land where timber fetched almost 
its weight in butter. 

The sawmills were not the duke’s only works. In his park 
he had laid. out a golf course and tennis courts; and in 
his living quarters a central heating system. (The boiler for 

this system, specially adapted to burn yak dung, had come 


over the mountains from India, piece by piece, en roule ` 
from Bonnybridge, Scotland: he later pointed out the trade- | 


mark to Houston, with particular pride. ‘See - a link with 
your mother,’ he said warmly above the roar of the burning 
dung.) ۱ 

In the course of the next few days, Houston was able to 
observe how the quality lived in Tibet. It was on a consider- 
able scale. The duke kept not merely one priest but an entire 
chapter; not merely three wives but five. (‘Just a matter of 
form, old chep. I only teally hit it off with a couple of them.’ 
He had real glass in his windows and electric light (from a 
petrol engine) in his library. He had the finest Scotch whisky 
in his cellars, and the choicest cigars in his cabinet. 

Houston stayed a week sampling these delights. He drank 
the duke’s whisky and smoked his cigars. He rode for miles 


emained, after four days, as 


He knew that he was a sulky, He knew that he was the 
žrulku of the man called Hu-Tzung. He knew that he was 


he evil designs of this man. But he did not 


know what the designs were; and this the duke refused quite 
firmly to tell him. . taa 


“Why not look on it as a kind of vacation, old chep?’ he 
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urged Houston amiably as they sat over their whisky and 
cigars. “As a rather unusual kind of vacation.’ 

‘What happens when the vacation is over?’ 

‘Youll go home. I promise you. We've only got to wait for 
a few prophecies to work themselves out.’ 

‘How am I concerned in the prophecies?” 

‘I hope not at all, old chep.’ Ki 

‘Will my brother and his friends go home, too?’ 

‘Of course they will. Absolutely.’ ; 

“Why can’t I see them, then?’ ` 

‘Ah, now. Now, now, old chep, said the duke. - 

In the face of such stonewalling, affable but resolute, 
Houston was powerless. He felt himself a prisoner in some 
extraordinary dream. Each morning a young woman came to 
kiss his feet and wash and dress him, and each night another 
did the same in reverse. When he went out in the courtyard, 
the masons and tailors and farriers and tanners and their — 
families ran out to touch him and poke their tongues, and 
when he stayed in a succession of their objects was brought 
to him to bless. 3 

A somewhat more disturbing attention was being paid 
him: a monk had come with the party from Yamdring, and 
the monk accompanied him everywhere. He walked with him 
and rode with him and sat with him and all but slept with 
him; he slept indeed on a rug in the same room. The functions 
of this monk were so plainly those of a guard rather than an 
acolyte that Houston lay awake late in the night plotting how 
to confound them. For a plan had sprung to mind during 
these days; a somewhat nebulous plan but one that would 
require complete freedom from supervision. 8 

Its germ had come on his very first night in Ganzing when, 
still dazed by the mystery of his sudden translation to saint- 
hood, he had thought back over all that had happened, and 
had come upon another mystery: the miracle of the she-devil’s 
return from the Courtship. 

The she-devil had gone to the island in her palanquin, but 
she had not returned with it. She had returned in some other 
way. What other way? 

She couldn’t have boated back, or swum back, or walked 
back over the bridge, for such a miracle would not have 
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weathered the centuries. For the fe reason she couldn’t 
ed in the procession 7 disguise. — 
- و‎ there had genuinely been a bit of magic - and 
after all that had happened he was not prepared to say there 
wasn’t - she had managed by: some physical oa to shift 
herself from island to monastery. By what means: 
‘A tunnel,’ Houston said aloud in the darkness. 
Of course a tunnel! What else but a tunnel? A tunnel 
whose. one end was buried deep and undiscoverably some- 
where in the vast and complex monastery; but a tunnel whose 
other end was on the island - which was neither vast nor 
complex; a tunnel, moreover, which since it had to be entered 
in perfect privacy, must start 1n the shrine. 
Houston’s visual memory was very keen, and he could 
recollect the shrine in intimate detail. A circular room, some 
thirty feet or so across at the base; a room paved with stone 
slabs. ...- l 
By the end of the week he thought the time had come to 
find ‘out more about it. 
He said, ‘I think Pd like to go back now.’ 
‘Go back, old chep?. What on earth for? Aren’t you enjoy- 
ing yourself here?’ ۱ 
‘Very much. But I’d like to do a bit of painting. Pd like 
to paint the monastery.’ ۱ 
Paint the monastery! said the duke. Nobody had ever 
painted the monastery of Yamdring. Why, it was by way of 
being a sacred, a supernatural building. . 

Wasn’t 2 /ru/ku, Houston asked, smiling, by way of being 
a sacred, a supernatural person? 

Yes, the duke said, unsmiling; he was. Houston was spot-on 
there. It would have to be looked into. 

It was looked into the following day. Houston returned the 
one after. Two days later, he was painting the monastery. 


j 


It came about so easily, he found he could use their logic 
so naturally, that all that happened in the next week or two 
had about it the bewitched quality of some fable. He explored 
the possibilities open to him with caution and cunning. He 
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made no requests that he knew might be refused, He ventured 
no farther than the second monastery. He saw Ringling only 
once = and this at the abbot’s suggestion rather than his own, 
` for he knew he must appear to put the past behind him. 

The boy’s burns had improved a good deal but he was still 
unable to walk. Houston, closely supervised, was taken to his 
cell. He said little to him: there was little he could say yet. 
But he had fallen into the useful habit of blessing all who 
came in contact with him, and as he blessed Ringling, man- 
aged to wink at him. He doubted if the boy understood: his 
eyes were still wide with shock and amazement as he left. 

Two monks were accompanying him everywhere at this 
period, artists nominally, who supplied his materials and 
carried them for him. They were little grinning men, alike as 
two peas: Houston thought of them as Miny and Mo and 
grew very fond of them. Neither could speak anything but 
Tibetan. Houston did not wish it otherwise. He improved his 
grasp of the language instead. \ 

He mastered other skills also: the use of the writing brush, 
the mixing of vegetable colours, and became so engrossed in 
the work that for hours on end he could almost forget why 
he was doing it. 

He didn’t forget entirely. ۱ 

In the second week he asked to go to the island. 

He asked so innocently, from motives so obviously artistic, 
that the abbot, after a thoughtful glance, offered no demur. 

The shrine was closed between festivals, but its door, 
Houston was glad to see, kept unlocked. Twice a day, morning 
and afternoon, he visited it with his faithful attendants. He 
sketched it from the banks. He sketched it from the bridge. 
Then he went to sketch it inside. ۱ 

He was hard put to it to find expedients for getting rid of 
both monks together, but when he managed it worked very 
quickly for minutes at a time. He tested with his hands every 
stone within reach on floor and walls. He tested in particular 
the area round the murals and the area round the monkey. 
In the course of three days he found nothing at all. 

He brooded in his cell at night. 

. Somewhere in that hollow obelisk there was the mouth of 
a tunnel. It was a mouth that would open freely at a woman's 


۰ 15 

















touch. It could be a false panel in the wall or a false slab ۴ 
the floor. It could be worked by a lever of by simple pressure 
in the right place. He was quite certain it was in there some- — 
where. He was just as certain he must find it quickly. He had 
already sketched every angle of possible interest 1n the shrine. 
Unless he meant to make a life’s work of it he could not stay 
there very much longer. i. 

The idea of re-touching the murals came 0 him in a 
moment of inspiration. He tried it tentatively on bis artistic 
companions. i 
' Ah, no, they said, this was not a good idea. It was in fact 
a most dangerous idea. For the murals, though ina dilapidated 
state, were none the less of divine origin. No mortal hand 
could restore them. It would indeed. be a sacrilege of the first 
degree even to try. ۱ 

Sacrilege for a zru/ku to do so? 

Miny and Mo looked at each other. They didn’t know. It 
was a question that had never arisen in the entire history of 
the monastery. It was a question far above Miny and Mo. ۰ 

It was a question, in fact, for the she-devil herself. 

While it was passed to her, Houston stopped sketching. He 
wandered about the village instead, accompanied by Miny 
and Mo. He did a good deal of wandering and a good deal of 
blessing. He became very popular. He also, feeling that ۰ 
long enough interval had elapsed, visited Ringling again. 

Miny and Mo were somewhat bothered when during this 
visit he lapsed into English, but he smiled at them so jovially 
while he did so that they could not think anything was amiss. 
Houston told the boy to smile, too, which he did, in a sickly 
and tigid fashion, astonished at the turn the conversation had — 
taken, so that in no time, with Houston and the boy smiling, 
and Miny and Mo smiling back, the cell was fairly flashing 
with good humour. 

The she-devil’s responsum (formulated as a matter of course 
by the abbot after consultation with the Oracle) was two days 
in coming. Aware of the tide of goodwill washing all about 
him, Houston was in small doubt as to the result; and was 
not proved wrong. 

Very shortly after, with gold leaf and gum and linseed and 

vegetable dye, he was installed once more in the shrine. He 
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worked industriously, manipulating wherever he wished - and 
„after several days was brought once more to the: point of 
defeat. It seemed incredible that this bare little building, not 
thirty feet across, could hide its secret from so persistent a 
seeker. And yet, he reflected, it must have hidden it for several 
hundred years. He had noticed that the stones here were very 
much smaller than in his cell - there were many hundreds of 
them -and had come to the conclusion that the trapdoor must 
be worked by multiple pressure on certain of them at the same 
time or in a given order. He saw he was unlikely to hit on 
this order except by luck; and at length gave up. ۱ 
-With Miny and Mo he set the shrine to rights. He cleared 
the debris. He collected his pots. He gave a final lick here 
and there; and with a last lick to the monkey stumbled on 
something strange. 

The gold in the division of the monkeys buttocks was worn 
away. There was no reason for any wear at this point. The 
crease was set in; the fingers of the faithful would scarcely 
penetrate here. 

Houston set down his paint and brush. He took the mon- 
key’s buttocks between both hands. He tugged them gently. 
The buttocks moved. ۱ ۱ 

He sent Miny off to the monastery for more paint. He sent 
Mo out to brew mote tea. He returned to the monkey. 

It had been only the slightest of movements, and he tried ۰ 
it again. The gold buttocks moved again. But it was plain 
they would not move further by harder tugging. There must ~ 
be a lever here, some outstanding projection within reach of 
a quite small woman. 3 

Houston walked all round the monkey. There was only one 
outstanding projection within reach. It was however quite 
outstanding: the handsome phallic one the crowds had so 
admired during the festival. Recollecting suddenly the origins 
of this festival, and the entire ambience of Tibetan society as 
he had found it, Houston shook his head and’ swore quite 
cheerfully to himself. How could he have overlooked it, this 
symbol of all that was so hilarious, and proud, and somehow 
benign in the national character, this key to so many Tibetan 
mysteries? ۱ ; 

Reasons of delicacy had prevented him from giving it full 
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attention while Miny and Mo were in attendance. They were 


not in attendance now. ۱ سوت‎ ۱ 
Houston quite gaily gave the monkey’s projection his atten- 


tion. The gold buttocks sprang open at his third tug. 
Houston closed them without looking inside. 


CHAPTER NINE 


I 


eee ` 


Ir had been 12 May when Houston had arrived at Yam- 
dring, and 18 June when he had found the tunnel. He went 
down it thirty-six hours later at about a quarter to twelve on 
the night of the 19th. ; 

Most of the time in between had been spent in planning 
how to get out of his cell and back into it again. This was 
not the simple operation it sounded because the cell was 
bolted. It was bolted at half past nine at night and not unbolted 
again until six in the morning. He could see the bolt through 
the grille in the door, but he couldn’t reach it. 

The solution, a highly ingenious one, was arrived at with 
the help of the invaluable snuffer cord. They had given 
Houston his possessions back by this time, and among them 
was a little silver knife with his name on it: he had car- 

- ried it with him since the age of 14. With the knife he took 
down a length of the cord, unravelled it to provide a longer 
piece, and with a slip knot lassoed the bolt through the 
grille. It came out quite easily if somewhat squeakily (a 
fault he rectified the next day with a lump of butter) but still 


left him with the problem of locking it again once he was 
inside. ۱ 


This one took rather longer to solve, but he was so pleased 
with the way he did it that he later with his left hand drew 
a little picture to show the method. The method was to double 
the cord, run the doubled end through the ring and the shaft 
and place it round the bolt head (he did all this in the passage). | 
The loose ends he then fed through the grille in the door, and | 
went back inside and pulled. The bolt was pulled into its 
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ring. He then dropped one end of the cord and pulled the 
other. The whole lot snaked back through the bolt, through 
the grille and back into the cell. ۱ 

Two guatds were nominally on duty at the end of the 
passage, but he had seen them both snoring in their cloaks 
and lost to the world, and so he went in and out of his cell, 
unlocking and locking it again for most of what was left of 
the night, until he thought he had got the hang of it. 

The following night he went out in earnest. 

He went out via a sewage trap which was left unlocked (it 
was the method used by Ringling on his romantic assignations, 
and the one the boy had told him about during the conversa- 
tion that had troubled Miny and Mo). The trap lifted to 
reveal an open channel, a slippery sewage pipe so disgusting 
that he was almost sick in it. He held his breath and sloshed 
through it, however, and presently when it reached a walled 
cesspit was able to climb out. 

He found himself in a small compound, in bright moon- 
light. There was a wall, the monastery wall, with a herbal 
border running beside it, and he looked for the rock garden 
the boy had mentioned that climbed up to the top of the wall, 
and taking his time, let himself out that way. He dropped 
gently, on to turf, and worked his way round the side of the 
monastery to the lake. He had to wait here for some minutes 
while a guard ambled up and down the bottom step, but as 
soon as the man turned, he ran — past the steps, past the jetty, 
and did not stop till he was almost at the village. 

A number of boats were tied up at the point where the 
village lane met the lake, and, after washing his boots in the 
water, he took one, and, keeping low in the boat cast off and 
drifted out upon the glittering. water. He used the single 
paddle sparingly, aware that any sudden movement would 
be visible in the drenching moonlight, and steered himself to 
the far point of the island. Here, screened by low scrub, he 
beached and made for the shrine. 

' Little spectral bushes and white-flowering broom dotted the 


island. all ashen in the moonlight. He picked his way through 


them, and came out to the shrine, and waited for a minute of 
two, watching the monastery, and opened the door and went in. 
He found his knees knocking a bit in the paint-smelling 
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blackness, but there was no time for second thoughts, and he 
fumbled for the tinder in his pocket and lit a lamp and saw 


the monkey come leaping amiably out of the blackness. 
Houston attended to it without formality. 


02 


He heard the midnight gong go after he had been in the 
tunnel a quarter of an hour, but couldn’t be sure whether it 
was reaching him from across the water or directly from the 
monastery. He had gone down into the rock for fifty feet, as 
neat as he could judge, and was now on level ground. He 
thought he might actually be rising; he was moving with his 
head bent double and his shoulders brushing the sides and 
could not tell exactly. 1 i 

The air was flat and dead and the butter lamp had begun to 
gutter. There was a strong, stale smell of musk, and realizing 
from whom it must have come, Houston felt the hairs on the 
back of his neck bristle. How many times had she been here 
before him, the ageless she-devil; and how many times in 
her seventeen former bodies? There was an air of old evil, 
of cult evil, so oppressive about the narrow stone gallery that 
he could scarcely nerve himself to continue. He thought that 
what he needed was a rest, and he stopped to have one. 

He stopped with his head bent like an old horse and his 
breath whistling out like bagpipes. The air seemed to be 
getting less. He thought there might be more of it nearer the 
ground, and clumsily lowered himself backwards on to his 
ee مه‎ the lamp brightened. Houston bright- 

It was the lack of ait — that and his bent posture. With his 
aes oe and his shoulders straight he was as right as 
= ae er a fit of the horrors here. He was 
cleverly found the EEE Ne 
ERGE e at A and now it was simply 4 

& Where it exited at B. If one thing was more 
certain than another, it was that no one Id 
the way. would bother him on 


pone reflection was so heartening that after a minute of two 
got to his feet again and went on. 
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The ground was quite certainly rising - and rising steeply. 
He thought he must by now have emerged from the lake; he 
would be following the upward slope of the steps. If that were 
so, the tunnel should presently level out. 

The tunnel levelled out. 

Houston found this very cheering. He thought he could 
place himself now with fair accuracy. He was directly below 


the courtyard. Somewhere upon the rock above him, the 


guard would be pacing in the cool night air. Very shortly, the 
tunnel should rise again for the second flight of steps. 

The tunnel rose again. 

It went on rising. It went on rising for so long that he 
became utterly bewildered. He saw that he must have mis- 
taken his position. The first gradient had marked only his 
emergence from the lake. It was this second one that followed 
the line of the steps — and of both flights at once. 

But could even two flights of steps go on so long? Perhaps 
they could. He was tired and lost; and other factors had to 
be taken into account. The monastery was built on rising 
ground: the tunnel would have to rise to meet it. Then, the 
exit would be placed at the far and less accessible end: that 
would account for a further rise. | 

Houston took account of all these factors. He told them 
over in his mind like so many beads. They did nothing to 
allay a growing uneasiness. He had been in the tunnel now 
for half an hour, and it would take him just as long to get 
back. He had still to face the problems of the boat and of 
re-entry into the monastery. It would be light in a couple of 
hours. If he were forced to wait, if he were forced to hide, if 
one of the guards in the passage should chance to wake. ... 

Houston stopped. He stopped because the tunnel had 
stopped. It had stopped at a flight of steps. 

Houston went up the steps. 

The lamp suddenly brightened. Air coming in. He could 
feel it moving gently about his head. He was rising steeply, 
out of the tunnel, into a kind of pill-box, a structure of such 
irregular shape that he couldn’t for the life of him make out 


' what it was. He raised the lamp above his head. Of course! It 


was an idol. He was inside another huge idol. The tunnel 





` . ended as it began. 
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The idol was every bit as large as the monkey. He couldn’t 
remember seeing another such monkey in the monastery. He 
thought he must be in one of the chapels at the rear. He 


- knew that butter lamps burnt night and-day in these chapels, 


and he blew out his own and looked about him for ctacks of 
light in the darkness. He saw one immediately, a long vertical 
haitline a couple of feet above his head. — 

He went up two steps and felt it with his hands, It was set 
in a convex bulge. The bulge did not seem to represent 
buttocks. He couldn’t make out what it represented. There was 
a little hollow in the middle. He set his ear to it and listened. 

Nothing. No snote, no breath, no creak. 

Wherever he was, he seemed to be quite alone. He felt with 
his fingers for the catch and released it. One of the doors 
jumped open with a small ping. Houston peered through. 

Butter lamps burned steadily in a lofty chamber. The room 
was perfectly still. The lamps stood in a semi-circle around 
the idol from which he watched. There seemed to be other, 
smaller lamps glimmering in the background, and when his 
eyes were accustomed to the light he saw that they burned 
before a line of smaller idols. 


He waited for several minutes, and very cautiously went up | 


two steps more. He opened the doors fully. He stepped out. 

There were rugs on the floor, and more hanging from the 
walls. It was an extraordinarily large and handsome chapel, 
and he realized presently why he had not been in it before: 
it was a chapel devoted to the cult of the she-devil herself. 
The large idol from which he had emerged represented evi- 
dently the First Body: he had stepped out of her belly. The 
later bodies, life-sized, sat cross-legged in a row facing her; 
ES unclothed, supporting their breasts with their 

ands. 

In the presence of so many devils, Houston felt his flesh 
beginning to crawl. He had been holding his breath, and he 
let it out slowly and tiptoed along the line of devils, looking 
for the gates. 

He counted seventeen she-devils in the row, the seventeen 
Former Bodies of the Good Mother, and had passed the last 
of them when he received his first jolt. There were no gates 
to the chapel. There was a large wooden door. He couldn’t 
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recall a chapel in the monastery that had a door instead of 
ates. He paused uneasily. 
But he had come so far, he thought he might as well go a 
bit farther. He thought he might open the door. 
He found he couldn’t open the door. The door was locked. 
. Well; that was to be expected. The chapel was evidently in 
the nature of a holy of holies. A lock would not make his 
future attempt at escape any easier, but so long as it was 
operated by a simple-bolt and not a key, it wouldn’t make it 
actually impossible, either. He felt with his hands along the 
edge of the door; and thus received his second jolt. 
The door was not locked with a key. It was locked simply 
enough with a bolt. The bolt, however, was on the inside. 
The implications of this were not slow to strike him; he 
turned from the door as if it had caught fire; and just as sud- 
denly stopped again. In counting the Former Bodies in the 
room, he had not included the giant First. The she-devil had 


. occupied only seventeen Former Bodies. Eighteen of them 


sat watchfully in this room. 

Something very peculiar was going on here, and Houston 
knew suddenly that he had no desire whatever to learn what 
it was. He wished with all his heart that he had not attempted 
the lunatic exploration, that he was fast asleep in his cell and 
snugly awaiting the morning gong; and as abruptly as he had 
stopped, now moved again, very rapidly, back to the welcome 
belly of the giant First. He had actually got one foot in it, he 
could remember later, when the final jolt came. 

A voice spoke behind him in the room, a woman’s voice 
speaking in Tibetan. 

‘Stay, Hu-Tzung,’ said the voice. 

Houston stayed. 

‘Did you think I had forgotten? Turn and look at me.’ 

With his bowels turned all to water, Houston turned and 


_ looked. 


The eighteenth devil had risen, with her lamp; she was 
walking towards him. ۱ 
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He was so utterly terrorized in that moment that all normal 
thought processes seemed to stop. He had an idea that the she- 
devil took him by the hand, that she took him to a bed. He 
was certainly sitting on a bed with her some minutes later. 
He remembered thinking that since the bed was still warm she 


could not have been out of it long; an exercise in deduction | 
that restored him at last to his senses. (But it was some ۰ 
minutes more before he could grasp where he was: he clung " 
stubbornly to the impression that he was in the first monastery — 


when it was obvious that he must have climbed blindly 
through all seven to the topmost one.) 

The abbess had brought her lamp to the bed, for it stood 
in a dark corner of the room, and was studying him in its 
light. Behind the emerald eyeballs a pair of narrow eyes 
flickered over him. There was something so blood-chillingly 


hideous about the devil’s mask that Houston looked away. He | 
looked at her body instead; and at first glance found it scarcely _ 


less fearful. 
There was no hair on the she-devil’s body. Her breasts 


were painted with spirals of green and gold. Her skin was , 


shining and aromatic with ointment. She was a small supple 


figure of a woman who might have been anything from thirty - 
to fifty. Something in her bearing, in the muffled voice issuing - 
from the mask, and in the talon-like painted fingernails, — 


inclined him to the latter age. He shrank from her in dread. 
The abbess set down her lamp. 
She said, ‘Hu-Tzung, what have you to say to me?’ 


Houston opened his mouth and found that he had nothing 
to say. 


‘I have waited two hundred years for you.’ 
۱ Houston licked his lips and found his voice then. He said 
Good Mother, you are mistaken. You have mistaken me.’ 

“Mistaken you? How could I mistake you, Hu-Tzung?’ 

1 am the ¢ru/ku, Good Mother — the unconscious truik -? 
AS longer unconscious,’ the abbess said. She was touching 
curiously, his eyebrows, his ears, his forehead. ‘And no 
onger 2 7۳۸/۵۰ You have found the way to me and now you 
must follow your destiny. You cannot deceive me, yidag.’ 
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Houston had no thought of deceiving her. Something about 
her, a certain sanctified quality about her nudity, quite terrified 
him. He felt he was indeed in the presence of supernatural 
forces, and in his: halting Tibetan found himself confessing 
his identity and his purpose, and how he had found the tunnel, 
and why, when the abbess stopped him. ۱ 

She stopped him with a cold hand on his mouth. Her devil’s 
head was turned to the door; and she rose and listened for a 
' moment; and watching her, Houston experienced a curious 
. pang (that years later he could still remember, and most 
poignantly), half of relief, half of regret. For he saw that she 
was indeed only 2 woman, and that she was not herself free 
of supervision; and that she did not want him discovered yet. 

Something else occurred to him in this short hiatus. He saw 
that the situation was by no means unsalvageable, and that 
the crazy logic that had sustained him in the past dream-like 
weeks could sustain him again if only he made the effort. 

He held out his hand to her. He said in a low voice, ‘Good 
Mother, what do you know of me?’ 

The abbess turned to him again. 

‘What your lips: have told me, Hu-Tzung, and what is 
written.’ l 3 

‘You have not seen me before.’ 

‘We loved with other bodies, Hu-Tzung.’ 

‘And did you love me truly?’ 

‘Yes, I loved you truly.’ 

‘And do you love me now?’ 

‘Now and always, poor Jidag. There is no help for me.’ — 

= Houston nerved himself to stare into the emerald eyeballs, 
|- glinting like a cat’s in the lamplight. He said, “Then tell me 
my destiny.’ 

‘Only the God knows that, Hu-Tzung.’ . 

‘Then tell me why I have come.’ 

“To love me again and take me away and my treasure with 
me.’ 

‘And will I do these things?’ . ۱ 

‘Ah, poor yidag, how can you? I have discovered you. 

‘And must you betray me?’ 

The abbess took his face between cold hands. ‘ Yidag, 
| Jidag; she said. ‘I can never betray. I must release you.’ 


F 161 








e e — 
A 


< وی وس 


ب ا وق ج 


‘How release me?’ mie: 

‘By destroying the prison that holds your yidag captive. 

Houston had taken the word yidag as one of endearment, but 
he saw now that it might have technical connotations. 

He said softly, ‘Why do you call me yidag? ; 

‘Because this is what you are, poor soul — a suffering ghost 
in a body that is not yours. your host, yédag, and your 

ison, and you must be released from it.’ ۱ 
2 Houston felt his toes begin to curl inside his boots and his 
neck to break out in a fine cold sweat. 

He said, ‘Is it written that you will release me?’ 

‘It is written that you will be released.’ 

‘Is it written when I will-be released?’ 

The devil’s head shook. ‘That is not written, yidag.’ 

Houston was very glad to hear it. He was shaking all over 
like a leaf. But he saw that the situation, dangerously insane 
though it appeared, was not without loopholes, and that with 
time he might widen them. Time, however, was something 
that was now growing very short. ۱ 

He took the icy hands from his face. 

He said, ‘Good Mother, I must go.’ ۱ 

۰ The she-devil rose with him and caught his wrists in her 
thin hands. ‘You will come back, yidag.’ 

‘I will come back.’ 

‘When will you come?’ 

‘Soon.’ ` 

‘Come tonight.’ 

‘If I can.’ 

‘Tonight, yidag.’ - 

‘Tonight,’ Houston said. 

Something seemed to have happened to the she-devil’s 
breathing. It was coming very thickly through the mask. She 
said, ‘And will you look on my face, yidag?’ 

‘I will look on your face.’ 

‘And love me again?’ 

‘And love you,’ Houston said sickly. 

The abbess’s hands were trembling on his wrists. 

She said, ‘Go then, ۰ 

The yidag went, as fast as his feet would carry him. 
In the tunnel he heard her calling softly. 
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© Yidag!’ 
Yes? 
‘It must be tonight. Be early.’ 


He went early. He went at half past ten, reckless of dis- 
. covery, and half hoping he might be discovered, for he didn’t 
know which was worse, to be apprehended and thrown back 
on his wits, or to face the pent-up appetites of eighteen 
generations of she-devil. He saw that to survive he would 
have to exercise the combined talents of a Scheherazade and 
a demon lover, and he was not feeling up to it. 

He was exhausted. He had slept hardly at all for the past 
two nights. He thought that at another time and in another 
place he might see a certain ghastly humour in the situation, 
but all he could see in it now was horror - and of a peculiarly 
. repellent kind. For the thought of the cold, sinewy body with 
its sacerdotal ointments and its painted breasts quite nauseated 
him, and the prospect of seeing her face gave it no added 
attraction. The women of Tibet aged early: by so they were 
toothless and seamed. The thought of such a face under a 
shaven head quite unmanned him. 

But he forced himself, for he saw that he was acting not 
only on his own account; and as he entered the shrine and 
approached the monkey was even able to raise a certain 
jocular camaraderie in his dealings with it. 

But in the tunnel he smelt her . . . and his heart failed him 





`. again. How could he do it? How had it happened? By what 


lunatic series of misadventures had it come about that the 
art master of the Edith Road Girls’ Secondary should find 
himself burrowing beneath the waters of a Tibetan lake to 
share the bed of a she-devil? 

` There were no rational answers to these questions, and 
so Houston shuffled on = in the manner of his earliest predeces- 
sor perhaps, with head down and arms shambling, and with 
fear in his heart and nausea in his stomach - to a dreadful 
rendezvous with an old cold virgin in a room of seventeen 
corpses. 


But in his assessment of the woman who awaited him, as in 
so many of his assessments that year, Houston erred. For the 
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abbess was not old, and she was not cold; and she was far 
from being a virgin. 
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At the time that Houston was shuffling along to his uninviting 
bed, the governor of Hodzo was just getting out of his. He 
had been in it alone, for he preferred it so these days, and he 
had not been in it long; but he turned out with only the mildest 
expression of annoyance. 
The governor was not indeed annoyed at all. He exclaimed 
a little, for the benefit of his servant; but as the man blew in 
his slippers and bent to slip them on him, the governor’s heart 
was beating with a pleasurable sick excitement. e 
He had spent a month of unparalleled tranquillity. His wives 
had been obedient, his clerks efficient; nobody had bothered 
him and no outside event had come to disturb him. For an 
entire splendid month he had strolled about his park and 
meditated in his library, wholly free of intrusion. ۱ 
The governor had begun to suspect this tranquillity. It had 
begun to disturb him. He had begun to lay awake at nights 
wondering what diabolical trouble could possibly be accumu- 
lating for him. For he knew enough of the workings of Karma 
to know that it was not done with him yet. There, had been 


about the earlier series of events a kind of muscular flexing of | 
forces, a rippling beneath the surface so powerful that even — 


he, a layman, quite without knowledge of the Gift, had been 
able to sense the presence of the Prime Mover. 

The governor was not immodest enough to think that such 
a concentration of malign energy had been activated solely on 
his account. He did not believe a stranger had been brought 
half way round the world merely to give him a hernia. But 
the mechanism that had - so incidentally! - produced the 
hernia was turning all about him still. He could feel it. He 
had the impression that subtle new formations were taking 


place on the periphery, that fresh series of wheels had been | 


Sere and that movement of an unusual and sinister kind 
would shortly be imparted to his own quiet sector. 


۳ for Instance, was his sector so quiet? It should not 
ve been so quiet. As the governor of a province he should 
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have been receiving the normal annoying, but regular, stream 
of directives from Lhasa. He was not receiving this stream. It 
had dried up. ۱ 

After a lifetime in the public service, the governor knew " 
how ominous a sign this was. No news from Lhasa was bad 
news. In the face of trouble the central government did not 
work late in the night. It simply closed down. It turned its 
back on the trouble. It prayed that the trouble would go away. 

In the past week the governor had begun to wonder if his 
own province of Hodzo could possibly be concerned with this 
trouble, with any of the nationally predicted trouble. It was, 
it was true, a remote province, far from the eye of Chinese 
warlords; and indeed owed its comparative immunity from 
invasion to this fact. But it had not been always, or entirely, 
immune, for it contained a unique national institution — the 
female monastery of Yamdring - and on two occasions at 
least an invader had sought to violate it. 

On both occasions, the governor of the time had been 
ordered to regard the monastery as his first charge and to 
treat personally with the invader for its safety. On the first 
occasion, in 1717, the invader treated with had been Hu- 
Tzung. Hu-Tzung had boiled the governor of the time. On 
the second occasion, in 1911, it had been a General Feng. 
Feng had merely decapitated the governor. Yet on each occa- 
sion the monastery itself had been spared, and the general 
feeling was that the sacrifices were worthwhile. 

The governor considered them worthwhile himself. He 
knew that in similar circumstances he would be prepared to 
make a like sacrifice. All the same, he could hardly see the 
need arising. The Chinese communists, with their many fail- 
ings, had no interest in violating a monastery of women; and 
the climate of the time seemed to be against the sacrifice of 
scapegoats. ۱ 

And yet he couldn’t tell; and it was ruining his tranquillity. 
He longed for news, for any news, but particularly news from 
Lhasa; and at a quarter past eleven on the night when Houston 
shuffled through the tunnel for the second time, his wish was 
gratified. ` 

He ‘could hear the courier’s horse blowing still as it was 
led away to the stables, and the imperious stamp of official 
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boots in the hall below. The governor thrust impatient arms 


into his waiting gown, briskly adjusted his truss, and went 


down the ۰ ۱ 
Several of the kitchen women had turned out to greet the 


welcome new male from Lhasa, and were plying him with 
chang as his boots were pulled off. The courier smelled very 
strongly of horses and the governor kept upwind of him. But 
his hands went eagerly enough to the man’s equally pungent 
pouch. He broke the seal and opened it, and at sight of the 
contents felt his heart begin to bump a little more unevenly. 
The single dispatch inside did not bear the black wafer of the 
Department of Home Security; it bore the red one of External 
Affairs. . ۱ 

The governor took it into his study,- and: sat himself 
trembling in a chair while the lamps were lit. ۱ 

“External Affairs? He had a brother-in-law in the. Depatt- 
ment of External Affairs. What could his brother-in-law be 
writing to him about under the official wafer? The governor 
broke the wafer, and was not left long in doubt. His brother- 
in-law had written in haste and in confidence; he urged the 
governor to burn the letter as soon as he had read it; he 
trusted him not to reveal the source of his information. 

The governor read on with a sinking heart. There had been 
in the past six weeks, his brother-in-law wrote, two Notes 
from Peking. The Notes had not of ‘course been answered. 
The Ministry had closed down to ‘enable the executive to 
ptay that there would not be a third Note. But Peking had 
not closed down. Chinese newspapers had arrived in the 
brother-in-law’s office. They contained many grave and menac- 
ing items. He enclosed a cutting of one of these items. 

The cutting was stuck to the back of the letter, and the 
governor’s eyes went slowly up and down the Chinese char- 
acters. It was headed From People’s Tibet, and as he read the 
third paragraph he saw the reason for his brother-in-law’s alarm. 


‘In the west also, read the paragraph, ‘reactionary lordlings 


are plundering the people to feather their own nests. In Hodzo, the 
so-called governor negotiates with an- American Kuomintang spy jor 
the sale of the peoples assets. By a crude manoeuvre he. tries. to 
deceive the people that the spy is a messenger from God! _ T saring 
Doma —’ such was the. governor’s name and his heart almost 
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stopped to see it in cold print — ‘be warned! The people are not 
deceived! The two hundred milliards of yuan can never be yours! Be 
prepared to give an account of them? 

The governor's first thought on reading this abominable para- 
graph was to call for his horse and fly. He had no doubt that 
this was what his brother-in-law intended him to do. He read 
it over again, however, and called for a glass of arak instead. 

There was about the malicious catalogue of lies just enough 
semblance of truth for him to realize what it could refer to. 
The American Kuomintang spy was evidently the Englishman 
Houtson. But what possible assets amounting to two hundred 
milliards of yan were they accusing him of trying to sell? 

The governor pored over the paragraph again and again. 
The sum quite baffled him. Perhaps if he converted it into its 
Tibetan equivalent.... But the Chinese yuan was in a state 
of inflation; the rate fluctuated every month. He bethought 
himself suddenly that Lhasa must have sent him a notice 
quoting the current rate, and that this notice would certainly 
be filed in his pigeon-hole board; and he picked up: his lamp 
and went across to the board. 

The pigeon-hole board extended fully along one wall of the 
room and contained several thousand rolled documents. It 
took him ten minutes to find the right one. Jen Min Paio - 
People’s Bank Dollar — People’s Republic of China. 

The governor blew off the dust and took up a brush and 
began to jot a number of rapid calculations in the margin. 

The current yuan went 330 to the Tibetan sang; the sang 
six and a half to the rupee.... The number was still quite 
astronomical, and he hurriedly crossed off noughts and con- 
verted it to lakhs. It came to four hundred lakhs. That was 
four crores. Four crores of rupees. What assets to the value 
of four crores of rupees came within his domain? 

The governor did not have to think hard or long over this 
new figure. It came to him in a shellburst of illumination so 
blinding that he lowered himself heavily into a chair, gasping 
at the enormity of the crime of which he had been accused. 
He was more’shocked than he had ever been in his life at the 
naked malice behind the accusation, at the ravening spite the 
anonymous writer in Peking must feel for. him. 

And yet, he reflected, watching his hands begin to tremble 
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again, the writer in Peking had. not invented the information; 
he had not produced it out of his own head. Houtson was 
indeed in Hodzo province, and so were the assets to the value 
of four crores of rupees. How could the writer have so 
accurate an assessment of the value? How could anyone in 
China make, such an assessment? It was known to barely a 
handful of people = to no one, indeed, apart from the governor 
himself, outside the monastery. 

Alas, the answer was all too plain. If nobody outside the 
monastery had told the writer, someone inside had. 

This was a conclusion so uttetly unthinkable that the 
governor could not bring himself to consider it. He closed his 
eyes. He hissed. He tried to think of other things instead. 


Why, for instance, he thought instead, had Lhasa not 


informed him of this attack upon him? And why had his 
brother-in-law bound him not to reveal the source of his 
information? ۱ 

Alas, the answers to these questions sprang just as readily 
to mind. Why else except that a scapegoat was still needed in 
the province of Hodzo? Why else except that Lhasa had no 
wish to frighten him into running away? And that his brother- 
in-law, at the centre of events and apprehending them 
perfectly, had precisely this wish — and was seeking to protect 
them both? 

The governor swayed a little in his ‘chair; and yet he knew 
he was by no means frightened now. He had quite lost the 
urge to run away. He felt merely old and immensely fatigued. 
He thought it was time he took himself back to bed. 

As he shuffled slowly up the stairs, one hand supporting the 
lamp and the other his truss, he hissed steadily to himself. 
There was still work ahead of him . . . affairs to be set straight, 
an inquiry to be instituted. Impossible as it seemed, there was 
a traitor at Yamdring. One of the easterners, perhaps - a 
monk or a priestess from the border country, neither fully 
Tibetan nor fully Chinese, a person of divided loyalties. 

He tried to think which of the dignitaries of the monastery 
came from the east. The abbot didn’t. Nor did the deputy 
abbot, or Little Daughter, or the Mistress of Ceremonies. Pet- 
haps there were one or two others. He couldn’t think of any 

others just now. He could remember them in the morning. 
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But just as he laid himself back in bed, the governor did 
think of one other. The discovery shot him bolt upright again. 
Impossible! Out of the question! Blasphemy even to think 
of such a thing! And yet — and yet — She came from the east. 
She came from Yunnan. He could remember the day the 
Recognition Committee had first brought her - a child of 
penetrating gaze, eyes classically aslant, ears classically 
pointed, her hair in a black straight fringe. Her family doubt- 
less still lived in Yunnan. Could she possibly be writing. ... 

The governor lay back and tried hard to pray for forgive- 
ness. But he could not, as he prayed, invoke the traditional 
masked image. He saw only a fringe of black hair, and under it, 
a pair of almond eyes, gazing steadily into his. ° 


5 


At the moment that the governor was making his staggering 
discovery, Houston was making a similar one for himself. He 
had half expected, as he emerged on the seventh floor of the 
monastery, to find the devil’s head waiting for him on the 
plinth in the row of Former Bodies. It was not waiting for 
him on the plinth. It was not waiting for him in bed, either. 
A Chinese girl was. She was waiting with a lamp, and waiting 
very patiently. ۰ ۱ 

A good deal of patience was needed for Houston seemed 
to have taken root in the middle of the room. His mouth had 
fallen wide open. 

‘Hu-Tzung,’ she said presently. 

He said in the ghost of a voice, “Who are your’ 

‘Come closer and you will see.’ 

Houston went closer. He saw that the girl’s breasts were 
painted with spirals of green and gold. He saw that her finger- 
nails were similarly painted. He saw that the body which had 
seemed so tough and sinewy beneath the top-heavy mask was 
slim and elongated without it. He saw all this without being 
able to accept it. 

He said, ‘Can it be - is it you, Good Mother?’ 

- Who else could it be, Hu-Tzung?’ 

‘But you are so young!” 

‘I can never be young, Hu-Tzung.’ 
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She was certainly not old. She was not more than 18. And 
she was beautiful. She was the most beautiful thing he had 
ever seen in his life. A fringe of black hair sat above an oval 


` face, delicate almond eyes above a trim nose, a rosebud mouth 


above a slender throat. And he could recognize her voice now 
- slightly throaty, no longer muffled. He was utterly amazed. 

The abbess was gazing at him with some anxiety. 

She said, ‘Am I not as you expect me, Hu-Tzung?’ 

‘No, Houston said truthfully. 

‘Am I not as beautiful as my thirteenth body?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ ۱ 

‘Ah, Hu-Tzung, you do. You must say.’ 

There wag something here so un-devilish, so entirely young 
womanish that Houston found his wits unscrambling rapidly. 
He found himself sitting on the bed, gaping at her. 

‘Am I not beautiful at all, Hu-Tzung?? ~“ 

He said sincerely, ‘Good Mother, you are. You are very 
beautiful indeed.’ 

‘Am I so, Hu-Tzung?’ 


You are the most beautiful woman in the world,’ Houston 


said, simply. و‎ 
The Good Mother smiled, and the corners of her mouth 
turned up like a cat’s. 3 ۱ 
“This is what you told me before,’ she said. 
‘Then you haven’t changed.’ 
‘And have you not changed, either?’ 
‘How can I say?’ 
Long arms snaked round his neck. 
‘That,’ said the Good Mother, ‘will be for me to say.’ 


It was the next night, or perhaps the one after — for he 
could not be sure of anything in this bemused period — before 
he learned her name. ۱ 

He said to her nose, ‘ Where are you from?’ 

‘From heaven, Hu-Tzung.’ 

‘From heaven, of course,’ he agreed gravely. ‘From where 
on earth?’ ۰ 

‘From Yunnan on earth.’ 

‘Is Yunnan a town?’ 

‘A province.’ 
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‘A province of Tibet?’ 
‘Of China. On the border.’ 
‘And how long did you live there?’ 
‘Until I was 6 and recognized.’ 
‘How did they recognize you?’ : 
‘Feel,’ she said, and guided his hands. 
‘They’re beautiful,’ Houston said. 
“They re pointed.’ . 
‘Beautifully pointed,’ Houston said, kissing the ears. “What 
else?’ 
‘My eyes, my hands ... some other things.’ 
‘What other things, Houston asked, kissing the ones 
mentioned. - 
. “Oh, the date of my birth, my name.’ 
‘How old are you?’ 
‘Eighteen years in this body.’ 
‘And your name?’ 
‘Mei-Hua. It means in China a rose.’ 


Mei-Hua, the china rose; and Mei-Hua the name on the 
thirty sketches in the Kastnerbank of Zurich, Mei-Hua the 
melting, molten creature he thought he would never forget. 
Delicious and delectable and always unknowable: these were 
the words that years later he could still apply to her, despite 
everything. ۱ i 


‘Mei-Hua, you must not call me Hu-Tzung.’ 
‘What shall I call you?’ 

‘Try Charles.’ 

‘Cha-wells.’ 

‘Charles.’ 

‘Cha-orles.’ 

“Tsy Charlie then.’ 

‘Chao-li.’ 

‘Charlie.’ 

*Chao-li.’ 

‘All right,’ Houston said. ‘Chao-lt.’ ۱ 
Mei-Hua and Chao-li; names he was to hear so often. 





‘Mei-Hua, do you understand why I have come?” 
‘Don’t talk about it, Chao-li.’ 
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‘The reasons ate not those you said.’ 
‘1 don’t want to know them.’ 
‘There are Europeans here in the monastery.’ 
‘Then we won't talk about them, either,’ she said, and lay 
upon his mouth so that he couldn’t: He let her for a while. 
‘Mei-Hua.’ 
‘No. “ 
‘1 must go soon. i 
She sighed and sat up and hung over him. 
‘You don’t love me.’ 
‘1 love you more than any woman in the world.’ 
‘1 am not a woman of the world.’ 
“Then I worship you.’ 
‘But you don’t love me.’ 
‘Love you and worship you,’ he said. ‘Mei-Hua -’ 
‘Well, then?’ she said, sombrely. 
‘Why are they being kept here?’ 
` She shook her fringe. ‘Because one of them saw me during 
the Second Festival.’ 
‘Without your mask?’ ۱ 
‘Oh, no. No, no,’ she said, shocked. ‘How could that be? 
Only you and Little Daughter see me without my mask.’ 
‘How then?’ 
‘In my tears.’ 
‘Your tears,’ Houston said, mystified. 
“The tears I wept for the monkey. The green-stone tears,” 
she said impatiently. 
A glimmering of an idea began to dawn on Houston. He 
said slowly, ‘The tears that are like the eyes of your mask?’ 


‘Of course. These tears,’ she said, patting the bed. ‘And 


only the monastery council may see them, and then only once 
a year during the Second Festival.’ 


Houston sat up in the bed. He said, ‘You mean they’re 
here. They’re under the bed?’ 
. ‘Not under it. See,’ she said. 
ae were below the mattress, eight leather bags of them, 
sealed with green wax; heavy bags of a weight he was to know 
only too well. 
He said incredulously, ‘They must be worth a fortune!’ 
Four crores of rupees,’ said Mei-Hua. 
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` CHAPTER TEN 


1 


“How much is a crore?’ Miss Marks said. 

‘Seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds.’ I had jotted 
it down from the Statesman’s Year Book in my notes. ‘ Which 
makes that little lot worth three million. How would you like 
to sleep in a bed with three million pounds in it, Miss Marks?” 

‘I wouldn’t mind doing anything in that kind of bed,’ Miss 
Marks said. ۱ ۱ ۱ 

“Yes. Is anything much happening on that telephone?’ 

“The operator’s ringing it now. I hope she isn’t dragging 
the poor old man out of bed. He sounded quite ill yesterday.’ 

‘He wasn’t looking so hot. Hasn’t he got anyone who could 
look after him?’ ۱ 

‘Hello,’ Miss Marks said. 

I got on with my jotting. What had me particularly at 
sea was the timing. There were hardly any dates in the exercise 
books. Houston had gone to India in January, and it seemed 
to be spring when he had arrived in Yamdring. How long 
had it taken him getting over the mountains, and how long 
after for all the mad things to begin? There was also the 
mystifying business with the maps.... I wrote: Get time 
straight, and under it, Get maps. Does he know numbers? 

‘Mr Davidson,’ Miss Marks said. I had been aware of a 
subdued background of anxiety. ‘There’s a nursing sister with 
him. He’s been taken ill. She says he can’t talk just*now.’ 

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I’m very sorry to hear that. What’s - the 


matter with him?’ . 
‘He had some kind of bronchial spasm. 


‘I see.... I really wanted to pop down to see him today. 


I wonder if she’s got any idea when I'll be able to.’ 


I watched her as she spoke into the telephone. I hadn’t 


4 
۱ i Oliphant again so soon. The story had - 
e t would certainly keep 
d to me that the old 
demic to this 


happened, after all, nine years ago; i 
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_ abit longer. But it had suddenly occurred tc 
„ man might be dying. A certain ghoulishness 1s en 
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‘a 
—— 


business. I had so far only half a book, and no right or title to 
the other half. Also, I couldn’t understand the half Pd got. 
Miss Marks hung up. ‘She couldn’t say. She might have 


some idea if we ring in a day or two.” 
‘Yes. All right. We'll do that. .. . 1 wonder who called the 


nurse in.’ ۱ 
Miss Marks shook her head. ‘She said her name was 
Jellicoe,” she said. ‘She sounds a bit of an admiral. Poor Mr 


Oliphant.’ 


Oliver Gooch of Rosenthal Brown came in in the afternoon, 
so I stopped brooding over emeralds and monkeys’ phalluses 
and came down to earth. 6 tricky near-libel he had popped 
in to discuss didn’t detain us long, and then, because I couldn’t 
quite get it off my mind, I said, ‘Oliver, I know it’s a bit early 
to bother you with this, but just have a look at it, will your’ 

` ‘What is it?’ ۱ ۱ 

a book about Tibet. Notes for a book, actually — half‏ وم 
the notes.’‏ 

He leafed through, nodding as I. explained to him, and 
skipping freely, and presently put the exercise books back on 
the desk. ۱ 

‘Yes, well,’ he said. ‘What about it?’ 

I said'a little sadly, ‘Oliver, don’t you like any of out 
books?’ ; ۱ 

“Try me on some decent ones.’ 

‘Youve read half the spring list already. What do you 
think of this one?’ ۱ 

‘It looks a bit tripy to me. Is it supposed to be true?” 

“Wes, it's truey’ 
‘Where’s the rest of it?’ 
‘The chap I told you about — Oliphant — has the other two 
۱ exercise books. He’s reading them.’ 
j *You’re sure he’s not writing them?’ 
7 ‘The ink looks a bit old for that.’ 
_ “Maybe he’s got a bottle of old ink,’ Oliver said. ‘ What is 
it you want me to say about it exactly?’ 
How much do you think we could get away with?’ - 


off 


‘Why not all of it? The truth isn’t a bad answer to libel, if 


that’s worrying you.’ 
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‘That’s one of the things. This chap Houston, he’s a very 
rich man now. I understand he got away with a fortune. I 
don’t know whether he was strictly entitled to it.’ 

‘Tf he’s not bothered, why should you be? He'll be signing 
this himself, will he?’ 

. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. He’s rather lost interest in 
its? 

‘Tm not sure I quite understand. These notebooks belong 
to him, do they?’ ۱ 

‘No. They belong to Oliphant.’ 

‘Oliphant wrote them?’ _ 

‘Oliphant wrote them, Houston dictated them.’ 

‘Then they don’t belong to Oliphant. They belong to 
Houston. Oliphant was purely an amanuensis.’ 

‘I know all that. I’ve just told you,’ I said irritably. “Houston 
gave him the stuff. He’s not interested in it any more. They’re 
very good friends. He told him he could do what he liked with 
itin 

‘He signed a statement to that effect, did he?’ : 

‘No. I don’t know. Maybe he did. But I’m quite clear in 
my own mind,’ I said, ‘that it’s Oliphant’s property.’ 

‘Are you?’ Oliver said. ° Well, I know I wouldn’t be.’ 

Nor, just at that moment, was I. I recalled uneasily that 
between feeding the old man his medicine and patting him on 
the back, the question had not somehow arisen. 

I said, ‘Anyhow, that’s just one issue —’ 

‘Yes. Not a bad one for a start, is it? You say this fellow 
has got a fortune. That should enable him to bring actions 
against you till Kingdom Come.’ 

‘Let’s leave that one for the moment.’ ۱ 

‘All right. What have you got, then? You’ve got a book 
about Houston, not one by him. In that case,’ he said, picking 
up the exercise books again, “we go through it-with garden 
shears. I mean — these young women in London. They’re out 


for a start.’ 
‘Have they got to be?’ 
‘What else can you do?’ 
‘You can disguise them.’ 
. How? Snes 
I told him how. 
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‘Hm. And the company his brother worked for? There 


can’t be very many in that line of business.’ . 

Noa ۱ 

‘And what other line of business could they be engaged in 
that would take them to Tibet? 1 ۱ 

‘T don’t know. What about a film company?’ 

‘A film company?’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Well. You know your own business, of course,’ Oliver 
said, in the tone of a man who strongly doubts it. “To my 
simple mind it gives it the last dotty touch. How would a 
film company get into Tibet?’ 

‘How did this one get in? By accident-— that’s the whole 
point.’ í ; 

‘But wasn’t it reported in the Press when they came back. 
... I thought he said here something-about a reception,’ he 
said, leafing through. 

‘That’s right. There was a reception, for the first ۰ 
And it was reported. Only it so happened that a famous plant 
collector called Kingdon-Ward was caught up in the same 
earthquake, and most of the news stories were about him. 
Anyway, we just change the dates. That’s easy.’ 

“You know; Oliver said, ‘you don’t really need me. The 
only tiny snag — has it occurred to you? — is that once you’ve 
finished changing this and disguising that, you’re left with 
something that’s neither a true story nor a proper novel. What 
is it?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ I said uneasily. 


> 


2 


I didn’t see Mr Oliphant again that week, but early the next 
managed to: secure somewhat grudging permission from his 
nurse, and drove out there. I parked the car in Fitzmaurice 
Crescent and went up, looking about me with a rather more 
curious eye this time. Here was the hall Houston had strode 
through nine years before to summon his cab to the air 
terminal, this is the tottering lift he had taken late at night 
after encounters with his willing females. All very strange, all 
in a way quite haunting. sips 
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There was nothing, however, in any way haunting about 
the woman who opened the door to me. Miss Marks’s Nurse 
Jellicoe turned out to be an enormous Irish nun, very brisk. - 

‘Youre the young man from the printer’s, are you?’ 

‘From the publisher’s.’ 

‘That’s it. You mustn’t stay very long. And don’t let him 
talk too much. He’s still a bit dozy from his sleeping draught.’ 

This did not sound very promising. I had a number of 
complicated things to discuss with Mr Oliphant. 

I said, ‘ What’s the matter with him?’ 

‘Ach, it’s just a nasty turn of bronchitis. He’s not as young 


as he was. Mind what I say, now.... Here’s a young man 
from the printer’s for you,’ she said cheerfully, showing me 
in 


Something had happened to Mr Oliphant’s room. The air 
was sweet, surfaces gleamed, no trace of a garment or a meal 
was visible; the admiral had evidently gone through it like a 
gale. Mr Oliphant himself lay stiffly in bed as though strapped 
in it. His teeth were in a glass on the bedside table, and the nun 
gave them to him, and went. He looked a bit dazed. 

He said, ‘ Well. Well. This is nice.’ 

‘I was very sorry to hear of your attack.’ : 

‘Sit down. Pve had them before. It’s damp, this place. She’s 
turned on all the electric fires. I hate to think what the bill’s 
going to be.’ 

1 sat down, balancing the envelope with the exercise books 
on my knee. ۱ 

“You must have taken ill soon after I left.’ 

Yes, I think I did. I couldn't go to the door to let Father 
Harris in. He had to get the porter.’ 

‘He got the nurse for you, did he?’ 

‘Sister Angelica, yes. She’s a nice woman. Her Latin’s a bit 
better than her English, you know,’ he said, laughing and 
then stopping nervously as though expecting something to 
come on again. He saw the packet on my knee. — wa 

‘Well, yow’ ll have read it, eh? What do you think of it? 

‘Very interesting. There were one or two points I wanted 
to raise. I don’t know if you’re quite up to 1t today... 


‘If I can answer you.’ 
There was a certain saintly calm about him as he lay on 
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the pillow. I thought Pd better leave the business of the copy- 
right for the moment. Ses 

I said, ‘One of the things was the timing. I couldn’t quite 
follow when everything happened.’ 0 

‘Well, he went away in January 1950 and came back in 
June .1و"‎ He was away seventeen months. Isn’t that made 
clear at the end?” - 

‘I haven’t read the end. Youll remember I only took the 
Grst two notebooks. You were reading the others.’ 

‘Oh, was I? Yes. Yes. They’re giving me drugs to make 
me sleep, you know. It mixes you up a bit. Well, I think youd 
better take them away with you. I doubt if PIL want to read 
them again.... Pm not quite sure where she’s put them,’ he 
said, trying to sit up. 

‘Don’t bother about it now. Dll ask her.’ ; 

“Yes. Do that. She’s a nice woman. Her Latin’s a bit better. 
than her English, you know,’ he said. ۱ 

I perceived, with a slight sinking of spirits, that I had not 
picked quite the right day. EES 

I said, ‘Mr Oliphant, I don’t. want to tire you out. I think 
Pd better come back again.’ 

‘Not a bit. You wanted to ask some questions.’ 

‘They'll keep. It was about the timing of events actually in 
India and Tibet.. It’s probably all covered in the other note- 
books.’ ۱ 

‘Ah, well, no it isn’t,’ he said, struggling up again with a 
rather more focused look on his face. “I see what you mean. 
That gave me a bit of trouble, actually. I just wrote down 
what he told me, but when I read through I saw how very 
confusing it was.... He couldn’t account for ten days, you 


know - gave us an awful problem. But we were able to work . 


most things out roughly in relation to other dates. Also I got 
on to a man at the Sorbonne — I think his name is Bourgès- 
Vallerin. You ought to get in touch with him if you’re 
interested.’ 
‘I wrote down Bourgés-Vallerin, Sorbon ۱ 
۱ 2 ne on th lope. 
What is he -a Tibetan specialist?” sok co یز‎ 
Yes, Tibet, China. He reads all the papers and so on, 4 
ae ی ی‎ man. He put me right ‘on the trouble. with 
e ese. Some scholars have a theory about the Chinese 
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invasion. They went in, you know, with eight armies — an 
uae ee ne kind of opposition they could expect 

e feeling is that they merel i 
T pe ae y y wanted to get the soldiers out 

‘Houston was there, was he, during the invasion?’ 

‘Oh, my word, yes. They had posters up for him. The 
Duke of Ganzing had quite an interesting story about the 
posters. I don’t think I ever heard that from Houston,’ he said 
reminiscently. ir ; 

‘How did you hear?’ 

‘He told me.’ 

“Who did?’ 

‘The duke did.’ ۱ 

‘I seê; I said. An old chap in our warehouse had suddenly 
gone off his head when I was there one day. I experienced the 
same creepy feeling. ۱ 

I got up. ‘Well, you must tell me about it when 1 come 
again. I think I’ve stayed long enough now.’ ` 

‘Oh, don’t worry about that. She’ll tell you when you've 
got to go, he said, chuckling. ‘Stay and have a cup of tea 
with me.’ ata 

‘Oh, really, I don’t think...’ بے جرف‎ 

‘Nonsense. Just tap on the door. ... I think you'd better 
have the duke’s address, incidentally. He could tell you a great 
deal. He lives in Delhi now. He gave me it when he was 
here.’ 

“The Duke of Ganzing was here?’ ee: ۱ 

‘Yes, a couple of years ago. He stayed in Abingdon with a 
friend of his called Blake-Winter. They used to go to school 
together in India.’ 


I tapped on the door. 
‘He was very disappointed to find Houston away,’ the old 


man said. ‘He brought one of the posters with him, the ones 
the Chinese had put up after the murders. That was why the 
poor fellow had to fly home so quickly. He was in no condi- 
tion to travel, of course, but the Chinese were putting pressure 
on the Indians to send him back for trial. Naturally, they didn’t 
want to do that, but he was a bit of an embarrassment to them 


all the same, so they simply got rid of him.’ 
My head had begun to spin a bit. 
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question of the money — and now ۰ 


ee die co pee you won’t have come to 
ars ate sure 6 quite got it. The Chinese thought he 
had murdered somebody ۳۳ 

image of Oliver Gooch gravely king‏ مقر و هی 
ae : it an accident?’‏ 

| pees the old man said. ‘No, it wasn’t an accident. 


` He had quite a long time to plan it. He did it with a knife. He 


was quite petrified, of course. Ab, Sister = what about a nice 
cup of tea? Mr Davidson’s tongue is hanging out. 

I thought it probably was. 

A few more weird items came my way over tea, none of 
them conducive to the book’s early publication, and when I 

n opening, I said, ۱ 

Theres one thing, Mr Oliphant - it would be quite 
hopeless, would it, to try and get Houston to sign this him- 
self?’ 


` “Oh, Pm afraid so. Quite out of the question. He’s simply 
` not interested. He doesn’t want to think about it any more.’ 


‘He would have to, rather, when the book came out, 


wouldn’t he? I mean, there would be a good deal of comment. 


Reporters would descend on him. Does he realize this?’ 


‘I don’t know. Pm sure he wouldn’t say anything to them,’ 
Mr Oliphant said confidently. 

‘Reporters are persistent people.’ 

‘They could be as persistent as they liked.’ 

‘And he wouldn’t mind what they wrote.’ 


‘Not a bit. All he’s got to say he’s said here. And he relies 
On me to publish a true version.’ 


“In that case why shouldn’t he sign this version? You see, 
great deal of actionable 


these murders, It’s all a little bit illegal, isn’t it?’ 

Mr Oliphant began to grow slightly restive. 

He said, ‘Look, Mr Davidson, it seems to me this book 
should be worth quite a sum of money. I don’t want to spend 
g about it... . Pd like to get out of 
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| what’s bothering us is that there is a 
_ material here. There’s the 


the rest of my life quibblin 





this flat. It’s damp here, you know. She’s turned on all the 
electric fires. I hate to think what the bill will be... 2 

I could hear Sister Angelica making warning noises in the 
next room. The time seemed to be now or never. 

I said, “Mr Oliphant - did Houston ever sign a statement 
to the effect that you could publish the material in these 
notebooks?’ 

‘Sign a statement? Of course he didn’t. There has never 
been anything like that between us. Certainly not.’ 

‘In the course of a letter, say —? - 

‘We are the best of friends,’ the old man said. He had 
become quite pink in the face and his breath had started to 
whistle a bit. ‘You don’t surely expect friends to go about 
signing statements to each other?’ 

Sister Angelica came in. 

I said, hurriedly, ‘Perhaps in one of his letters to you. 
You might have referred to it in some way, and he might 
have confirmed —’ $ 

‘Now then,’ Sister Angelica said. ‘Didnt you promise me 
you wouldn’t let him talk too much? And just look at you, 
you poor silly old man. You'll be breathless directly.’ 

‘I’m going now,’ I said. ۱ 

‘Yes. You are. This very minute.’ 

‘Just a tick,’ Oliphant said. “You know, I believe you’re 
right. He did write something to me -’ 

‘Well, you can tell him another time. He’s going now.’ 

‘PII look it out for you.’ 

‘Thank you. Thanks very much. Get well.’ : 

Sister Angelica found the other two exercise books, and 
came to the door with me. ۱ 

‘You know,’ she said, ‘that wasn’t very clever. I told you 
he wasn’t to talk.’ 

‘Pm sorty. There were things that only he could tell me. 
It might mean a good bit of money for him.’ Mit eon 

‘He won't need it if he goes on like this. Still - it might 
help pay the.electric bill, eh,’ she said, winking very slightly. 

. Tt might,’ I said. “Good-bye, Nurse Jellicoe. 

That seemed to clear the account with the young man from 

the printer’s, at least. 
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ن زا ی‎ mite 


I saw Mr Oliphant three or four times more before Christmas, 
ae 

The letter from Houston, which he managed to turn up, didn’t 

answer all problems, but it showed we could produce a cer- 


tain kind of book, a rather abbreviated kind of book, based on © 


the notes. I was keen enough, ina modified way, to do so. T.L. 
was also keen, inan even more modified way. Rosenthal Brown 
were not keen at all. It became necessaty todo a job of research. 

A young man called Underwood, an editorial assistant, Was 
put on to this, but fof 2 number of points the only source of 
information proved to be Mr Oliphant himself. I undertook 
to handle these. a ~ 

At the beginning of December, after discussing one of them 
with him, I found a small, bright-eyed priest waiting for me 
in the hall. FE 

He said, ‘Ah, Mr Davidson. I’m Father Harris. Sister 
Angelica telephoned me that you were here. 1 particularly 
wanted to have a word with you.’ 

‘Of course. I’ve heard a lot about you.’ 

“Yes. Just come in here a moment, will you?’ 


We went into the living-room, chill and dismal in the 


darkening afternoon. The priest switched on a little table 
lamp, evidently quite at home in Houston’s old flat. 

He said, ‘ Well, he isn’t getting any better, is he?’ 

“No, he isn’t.’ ۱ 

‘And he can’t have Sister Angelica much longer. He should 
be in hospital, you know, but it’s quite hopeless. They don’t 
want old chronic cases. There simply aren’t the beds.’ 

‘Can’t his professional body do anything for him?’ 

‘I’m trying, naturally. I would very much like him to go 
to a nursing home. We have one, a Catholic one, at Worples- 
don in Surrey. It’s a beautiful place, very well run. I visit 


would 
be a very desirable thing, Mr Davidson?’ ۱ 


“Yes. Yes, I think it would be,’ I said, suddenly seeing 
what was coming and thrown of balance by it. 


¢ ۰ a 
It would cost eighteen guineas a week, the priest said. 


‘Have you tried his friend Houston in the West Indies >’ 
“Yes. Thats why ۱ ۱ 


I made up my.mind to see you as soon 
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. there. I think I could get him in. Don’t you think that 





as I could. Nobody seems to know where this Mr Houston 
has got to. My letter came back from the Barbados stamped 
“Gone Away — Return ۵ ۰ ۱ 

‘Oh.’ 7 

‘He has no other relations, you know.’ 

‘Hasat he?’ 

‘None.’ 

‘Very unfortunate.’ 

‘Yes, the priest said, and see-sawed on his heels and 
coughed a little. ‘I wondered if you were prepared to help, 


`` Mr Davidson. I wondered if you felt able to make an offer 


for this book of his.’ 
‘I’m afraid there are complications.’ 
I told him some of them. — se 
‘H’m. But if all went. well the book could make quite a lot 


` of money?’ 


‘Tf all went well. No publisher dare touch it at the moment. 
It’s far too dangerous.’ ۱ : ۱ 

Father Harris stopped see-sawing. He put his hand on my, 
shoulder. He said very earnestly, ‘Don’t you think, Mr ۰ 
Davidson, that there’s a case here for a sporting offer? After 
all, it?s a very special one.’ 

‘All publishing is made up of special cases, Father. A lot of 


. authors are hard up.” 


‘They’re not all at death’s door.’ 


‘No. No.’ © es 
‘It would lighten my heart a great deal if I felt I could rely 


on you to do your best.’ Pi 
I said uneasily, ‘Well, you can certainly do that. Of course. 


Naturally. But you’ve got to -’ 73 
‘And may God bless you for it,” said the priest, shaking me 


very warmly by the hand. 


Mr Oliphant moved into Worplesdon the week before 


` Christmas. I went to see him a few days later. I had been to 


a series of pre-Christmas cocktail parties the night before, 
and was not at my best. Nor, evidently was Mr Oliphant. 
They had given him a nice little room and done it up with a 
lot of gay paper decorations ; Mr Oliphant lay in bed in it 
sunk in profound depression: 
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‘This silly old man thinks he’s going: to die,” Father Harris 
said, coming, in after a few minutes. He had been having a 
few glasses of sherry on his round of the patients and wa 
beaming a bit. ‘He’s gone and made a will. 

Mr Oliphant roused himself from his torpor and began 
fumbling about at his bedside cabinet. 

‘PI get it,’ Father Harris said. ‘Here we are. He wants us 

witness it.’ 
ts Sa a somewhat austere will. Mr Oliphant had left all 
his worldly estate and such chancy assets as might still accrue - 
to it to the foundation of an Exhibition in Latin, to commence 
five years after his death, at his old university, Oxford. I 
gathered that this disposition did not meet entirely with ۱ 
Father Harris’s approval. He signed it, however, and so did j 
I, and the old man watched us with a certain gloomy satis- 
faction. | 

There were four Christmas cards on the cabinet, and I | 
edged round presently and managed to have a look at them 
. while Mr Oliphant’s attention was diverted by the priest: | 
it was after all a pitiful enough collection after a lifetime’s 
voyage through the world. I wondered if their paucity might — 

not in some measure have contributed to his gloom. = ۱ 
There was one from Father Harris, and one from Miss 
Marks, and one ftom me. The last was inscribed, ‘Tight lines 
in 1960 — and hoping for a good salmon,’ and signed ‘your 
old friend Wallie.’ ۰ f 
There wasn’t one from his old friend Houston. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


I 


a 


day, however, despite a continuati : 

that neither the a ی‎ ee Powel Pees 
ymbals had been able to 

ie he i a sight accession of confidence, and after a 

‘light breakfast and pra se tee E 

set off for E a Pegi gnd 

The journey to Yamdring was o : 
and though he knew he reall nad 0 یمیت‎ et ae me 
tion, he did not send his servants ahead to prepare for his 
comfort, for he did not wish in any way to upset the routine 
of the monastery Or arouse suspicion. He planned to ex- 
amine personally the dossier of every single soul there. He 
thought he might manage thirty in an hour and two hun- 
dred in a day. There were some eleven hundred souls in the 
monastery. 

Because it was essential that none should be regarded as 
above suspicion he meant to keep the reason for this enterprise | 
strictly to himself, and the last thing that he wanted was to 
walk into a meeting of the monastery council. This, however 
was what he walked into. 

The council had been summoned on curious business, and- 
the abbot welcomed him to it, and to the chair most gratefully; 
for he was sorely puzzled. 

The unconscious żrulku Houtson, he said, had had a dream. 
He had requested an interview with the abbot that very 
morning. He had told the abbot his dream. 

۱ “There were indications in it,’ the abbot said, ‘that the 
|. trulku may be no longer unconscious.’ 

‘What was the dream?’ 

The dream was that the żrulku had found himself walking | 
in the monastery. As he walked he had spied a Westerner, a 
man like himself. He had drawn closer to the man and ob- ۱ 
served that he was watching a shower of rain falling in the ۱ 
monastery. The rain turned into greenstones and from them 
emerged suddenly the figure of the Mother. As he watched, 

a demon appeared behind the Mother with a net and a sack. 
The demon had made to catch the Mother and the greenstones, 
` but the مر‎ had run towards him, waving his arms and 
| shouting a powerful mantra, and the demon had fled. The 
Mother had nodded to the #ra/ku in gratitude, and he had 


awakened from the dream. 
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The governor sat for a moment gazing at his small hands, 
placed one above the other on the table. He said, ‘Who is 


guarding the rukn?” x 
“Two artist monks, Excellency. They are reliable men. 


‘Do they speak his language?’ 


‘No. But he has picked up some Tibetan. Why do you ۰ 


ask ...>’ the abbot said, and paused, seeing why the. governor 
had asked. 

‘Someone has told him of the greenstones,’ the governor 
said, nodding. 

There was silence for a moment. sg str 

The deputy abbot said, ‘But Excellency, even if this were 
so, who could have told him of the ceremony or the fact that 
one of the Westerners had witnessed it?’ 


The governor nodded again and looked down at his hands, . 


for he had seen at once that this was the nub of the problem, 
and he had not meant to pursue it. If he knew the answer to 
that, he might also know who had been telling the Chinese. ... 


To give himself time to think, he said, ‘And tell me, Abbot, 


did the ¢ru/ku make any further request of you?’ 


“Yes, Excellency, he did. He asked permission to see the 


Westerners.’ 

‘Since the reason for their restraint has now been revealed 
to him?’ ; 

‘This is the reason he gave.’ 

‘And what answer did you make him?’ 


‘None. This is why we have met. May I ask what are your - 


Excellency’s views with regard to this question?’ 


The governor drummed his hands on the table. He didn’t - 


think he had any views on this question. It did not seem to 
matter a bean, now:that the cat was out of the bag, whether 
Houtson saw the other Europeans or not. But he thought he 
should temporize. 

¢ 

Tell me, Abbot, what was the 7۳1 s attitude — confident, 
assured?’ 


‘No,’ the abbot said slowly, 


“no, it was not.... A change 
has come over him lately. 


He appears dazed. He is like a 
EN ows under his eyes and his step is 
eavy. , re ۰ 

‘It is the burden of knowledge descending upon him,’ said 
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the deputy abbot confidently. “The symptoms are classic, I 
assure you, Excellency.’ 3 é 
The governor decided to sit back and let others discuss 
these classic symptoms. They discussed them a good deal. He 
saw that the abbot and the deputy abbot and the Mistress of 
Ceremonies were very impressed with them; that Little 
Daughter was less impressed. Recalling how strongly she had 
urged żrulku status for Houtson, he regarded her with some 


- interest; and when the discussion had run its course leaned 


forward again. 0 

‘Are we not,’ he said mildly, ‘to have the benefit of the views 
of Little Daughter?’ 

He saw the flush that came instantly to her round cheeks, 
and the way her hands went nervously to her tricorn. She 
said, ‘My views, Excellency.... Why, I think - that is, I 
believe the Mother would think — that there is now no reason 
why the ¢rv/ku should not see the other Westerners. After all, 
since he now knows.. ...’ ۱ 

‘Certainly,’ said the deputy abbot. 

‘Of course,’ said the Mistress of Ceremonies. 

‘Yes,’ said the governor, neutrally. ۱ 

The abbot was looking expectantly at him. “Do we take 
it, Excellency,’ he said, ‘that this would be your view also?’ 

‘Why, yes,’ the governor said absently. ‘You may take it 
so, Abbot.’ 

But he was not looking at the abbot. He was looking at 
Little Daughter. She knew something, he thought. He won- 
dered what it was. ۱ 


Little Daughter was wondering also. She wondered as she 
laboured back up the seven flights to the top monastery. 
She had not meant to give anything away. She hoped she had 
not given anything away. But she had observed before the 
uncanny ability of the governor to pick something up out of 
the air. She was greatly troubled. 

It was Little Daughter’s belief that she knew the Mother as 
intimately as it was possible for one soul to know another. 
She bathed her and shaved her and painted her and anointed 
her; she had had her in her sole care since the age of 6. She 
did not merely love the Mother as she was bound in duty to 
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do: she adored her. She regarded her as (and called her 
sometimes in moments of special tenderness) her little rose, 
If the Mother had asked her to fly like a bird from the topmost 
golden roof of the monastery, she would willingly have done 
so. There was nothing the Mother could ask her that she 
would not do; and nothing that the Mother could do that 
would strike her as anything other than perfectly reasonable. 
. None the less she was troubled. =. 

In her daily ministrations she had observed certain things 
that indicated that the Mother was not spending her nights 
E herself a virgin and bound to a vow of lifelong 
chastity (as had been all her predecessors), Little Daughter 


` found nothing shocking in this. Tradition had established 


that while the Mother was in the world she was entitled, at 
her will, to the usages of the world; so long as discretion was 
observed. She could remember all too well the increasing 
appetites of the Seventeenth. As she had aged, so she had 
become more insatiable. It had been a part of Little Daughter’s 
duties to bring men to her, blindfold and with their hands 
tied behind them; sometimes four or five men in a night. 
One to whom she had taken a fancy in her old age had indeed 
become a little deranged by his experiences; and towards the 
end there had been the minor scandal involving the abbot 
himself. ... 

It had been the change from this old ravening creature to 
the delicate flower-like little Eighteenth, and at a time of her 
life when she was most susceptible to change, that had rooted 
in Little Daughter her special feelings with regard to the 
Mother. ۱ 

That the adored young woman should wish to experiment 
tentatively with the ways of the world did not,_ therefore, 
cause her more than a passing uneasiness; what confounded 
her was how she was managing to do it. : ۱ 

Little Daughter slept outside the Mother’s room. She knew 
that no one had come in that way. There was only one other 
way: she had taught it to the Mother herself (as some day, 
the Mother would teach it to a new Little Daughter: so the 
secret was preserved, in a straight line). Only two other people 

in the monastery knew this secret, the abbot and the deputy 
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abbot: they, too, passed it from one to the other. Only one 
other person had ever known the secret. This was Hu-Tzung 
and the Thirteenth had told him it while under his spell. 
Little Daughter had spent many tormenting hours with the 
problem. She knew she could discount both the abbot and 
the deputy abbot. This seemed to leave only the unconscious 
trulku. . . . But if the unconscious ۸/۸۵2 had divined the secret 
then he was no longer unconscious, and moreover no longer 
a trulku but a yidag; for such a secret was not proper for a 
trulku; and if by some freak of fate he had been given it then ` 
he would most certainly not have used it. 
But if he were a_yidag, the- Mother was bound to reveal 
| him. And if she had not revealed him, then he could not be a 
| yidag. ... Little Daughter’s poor brain reeled. 
| ‘Little Daughter?’ 
‘I am coming, Mother.’ 
Little Daughter panted into the room and lowered herself, 
holding her heart, on to a stool. 7 
‘Oh, Little Daughter, tell me quickly - what has been 
decided?’ 
Little Daughter got her breath back. ‘That the ¢ra/ku be 
allowed to see the Westerners,’ she said. 
‘And what questions were raised?’ 
Little Daughter told her, observing at the same time the 
child’s fatigue, the droop of her mouth, the anxiety in her eyes. 
Her heart went out to her. 


“Was that all?’ 2 
‘Yes, that was all,’ Little Daughter said; and then, greatly 


daring, ‘Dear Little Mother, if there is something worrying 
` you - some special problem. . . .’ 
| ‘No,’ the Mother said. ‘No, no. What do you mean? I don’t 
understand you, Little Daughter.’ 
‘You are so tired lately.’ 
‘T am sleeping badly.’ 
‘Then take a little rest now.’ . 
‘No. Yes. All right,’ said the Mother pettishly. ‘Tf you wish 
it.” ۱ 
‘It will restore you,’ said Little Daughter, quickly helping 
her off with her robe and turning back the covers. 
The Mother got into bed and lay there, her face so like a 


189 








‘If there is something you wish to tell me - anything at 


pale china rose against the pillow that Little Daughter could 


- not refrain from kissing her. 


‘Try and sleep now.’ 

‘It is too light to sleep.’ ~- 

‘I will close the shutter. Try.’ 

‘Very well.’ 

She went to the shutter. 

‘Little Daughter!’ 

Heart bounding, Little Daughter turned and came quickly 
back to the bed. 

‘What is it, little Mother?’ 

‘Nothing.... Nothing 


aE 

‘It was nothing. ... I am thirsty.’ 

‘Very well,’ said Little Daughter quietly, and went out 
and poured a mug of lime juice in her own apartment. She 
made it freshly every day. The. chief medical monk had 
advised that it was good for the little rose’s complexion. 


2 


Houston’s first meeting with his brother in the monastery 
of Yamdring took place on 30 June 1950, seven weeks 
exactly after he had first arrived in the village. It took place 
in the third monastery, and was between them alone, for this 
was what he had requested. ۱ 

_ (Although he wrote fully of later meetings, when others 
were present, Houston wrote curiously little of this one: it 
appears to have been an emotional occasion.) 

He found that the party had been able to keep together — all 
with the exception of Wister who had to be taken away 
raving, to the hospital every few days. ۱ 
۱ Wister was the ‘mad’ man of the priestess’s story, and the 
sick’ one of Ringling’s. It was he who had wandered into the 
emerald ceremony during the second festival, still concussed 
from his earthquake experiences (which was why his cell had 
been left inadvertently unlocked). In the general confusion 
he had been able to get back to his own corridor, had managed 

to unlock and let himself i ? 1 cite 
into Hugh’s cell, and had even been 
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able to give a rambling account of what he had seen before 
the guards, hastily summoned by the deputy abbot, had found 
him. He had been very badly beaten-up, then, and had never 
recovered from it. 

They had escaped in December, after bribing their guards; 
they had got out at night down a rope-ladder direct from the 
third monastery, and had managed to put several miles and 
two days between themselves and Yamdring before the 


_| . blizzard had caught them on the Portha-la. The caravan had 


been a godsend, and they had followed its tracks hurriedly, 
carrying Wister. But the attempt had been a forlorn one. The 
guards had caught up on their first night with the caravan, 
and that had been thg end of it. 

` Since then the guards had been changed at weekly intervals, 


۲ to ‘preclude the possibility of further bribing. But they had 
_ been well-treated, with a comfortably furnished cell each, 


220 2 common room to themselves during the day, and ample 
opportunity for exercise in the.courtyard of their monastery. 
They had two pairs of binoculars between them, and were 
occasionally allowed up to a vantage point from which they 
could observe the life in the village; and this, since December, 
had been the nearest they had got to escaping from the 
monotony of their surroundings. ۱ 

They had been kept locked up during the ceremonies of 
the Spring Festival, and had thus not observed the fracas in 
which Houston had been involved. But they had received 
hints during the upsets to routine brought about by the 
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` canonization ceremonies, and gradually, over the weeks, had 


learned what was happening. The abbot had himself told Hugh 
what to expect the previous day; but he still found it perfectly 
unbelievable. 

Houston found it unbelievable himself. 

He didn’t know what to say to his brother. They sat and 


grinned at each other a good deal. 


Houston’s days were passing at this time in a curious 
manner. The weather had grown hot in the valley and he 
found it hard to stay awake in the afternoons. It was unbear- 


“ably steamy beside the lake, unbeatably odorous in the village. 


He stayed in his. cell and slept. He slept every afternoon, an 
IQI 
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arrangement which proved entirely satisfactory to Miny and 
Mo, who brought a couple of rugs into the cell and slept with 


him. 


These were dreamy days. They were intoxicating nights: 


. For he was never wholly free of her now, sleeping or waking. 


He felt as if he were in a kind of trance, and less and less as the © 


airless days of July drifted into August did he want to come 
out of it. A number of things were working, however, to 
bring him out of it. 


‘Chao-li, Chao-li, you’re not listening.’ 

‘To every word, little rose.’ 

‘Little Daughter knows — she knows something.’ 

‘What does she know?’ : 

‘I don’t know. And they are worried how you came to 
hear of the greenstones. . . . Oh, Chao-li, you’re not thinking.’ 

‘I am thinking.’ 

‘You're not thinking hard.. 

‘I can’t think hard when I am with you.’ 

‘Then go away from me. ... Ah, no, Chao-li, don’t go.... 
Think when you are away from me.’ 


He thought when he was away from her. 

He went to see the abbot. 

“Yes, ¢ru/ku, you have asked to see me?’ 

‘I am troubled in my mind, Abbot.’ 

“You have dreamed again?’ said the abbot, loweringly. 
‘Ihave dreamed again. I cannot understand my dreams.’ 
‘Tell me them.’ 

Houston did so. There was a surprising similarity about his 
dreams, for in each the Mother either nodded to him or 
beckoned or called. He thought sometimes that he spoke to her, 
and that she answered; but he couldn’t tell, when he awoke, 
whether it had been a dream or a real meeting, so clear was the 
apparition. Was it possible, he asked the abbot, for one to 
project himself physically to another place while he slept? 

That such a phenomenon was not only possible, but indeed 

most comprehensively documented was an elementary part 


of every young monk’s training: the abbot gazed at him 2 


searchingly. He wished most keenly that he had the benefit 
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i ۱ > 1 
۱ of the governor’s advice, but the governor had come 
gone. 


4 He decided to employ one of the governor’s methods: he 
— -changed the subject. 
He said, “Well now, zrulku, how did you find your — your 
compatriots?’ 
‘Very well, Abbot, thank you,’ Houston said, cautiously. 
“They have no complaints.’ ۱ 
| ‘The one who is mad - it was an unfortunate accident.’ 
“Quite unavoidable.’ 
| ‘Yes. Yes,’ the abbot said, bewildered by this ready under- 
standing. ‘And you have quite lost your desire to return home 
+ with them?’ ٤ 
‘I have not lost it? Houston said carefully. ‘I still have 
it. It’s very strange. ... I want to go and yet I want to stay. 
I have a feeling there is something for me to do here.’ 

The abbot looked at him, and changed his tack. 

۱ He said slowly, “Tell me, 777/0 - you have seen the abbess 
only once, during the festival.” 

“That is so.’ 

‘It was for you a most unusual sight.’ 

‘Most.’ 

‘Perhaps you think of it again sometimes.’ 

“Frequently. I’ve even tried to sketch it once or twice from 
memory.’ 
| “Then isn’t it possible,’ the abbot said, with an attempt at 
` a smile, ‘that you think of it also while you sleep - that your 
. mind goes on making these — these sketches?’ 

Houston shook his head. He said, ‘It’s an explanation that 
has occurred to me, naturally. But the dreams are so real, 
Abbot. ... One has the strangest feeling sometimes... . And 
yet, what other explanation is there? Perhaps you are right. 
You might be.’ 

‘But still — wait. Wait a moment,’ the abbot said hastily, 
as he rose. ‘Dreams after all are sent to guide us. Perhaps we 
| ‘should examine other aspects. You think that in your dreams 
| the abbess calls to you and that you go to her.’ 
| ‘Yes? 

۱ ‘Where is it that you go?’ 
Houston frowned. ‘To an unearthly place... a tomb... 
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a place I have never seen before. There are candles and effi- 
gies... . I can’t describe it.” 
Scns Beer : 
‘Where do you think it is, this place? 


‘I don’t know,’ Houston said. ‘Perhaps, as you say, in my .- 


head. Perhaps in a picture I have seen and remembered. What 
other explanation is there?’ ۱ 

The abbot, who could think of several, gazed at him 
sombrely. ‘Trulku, he said at last, ‘I must take counsel on 
these dreams. It may be that the Mother has need.of you. It 
may be that she is herself unaware of it. We will talk of it 
again.’ 


They talked of it three days later. Houston spent the inter- 


vening nights in his cell. He talked a good deal in his sleep 
during these nights; and he knew that Mei-Hua did the same, 
for so they had planned it. ' 

And the news the governor brought him at length was not 
unexpected. 


3 


Houston had been granted the free run of the monastery 
towards the end of July: it was just over a month before 
the Second Festival. He looked back on it later as, literally, 
the most marvellous month of his life, for every day brought 
him something to marvel at. He had ready access, day or 
night, to the abbess, and was utterly and entirely infatuated 
with her. He could see his brother and the other members of 
the party whenever he wished, and did so every day. And he 
was regarded with awe, if not indeed veneration, by all but 
one of the monks and priestesses in the monastery. (This one, 
alas, he was to encounter later in circumstances rather less 
marvellous.) ۱ 
Ringling was better now, too, and accompanied him every- 
where. Miny and Mo were no longer in attendance, although 
some supervision was maintained over the other Europeans, 
and guards were sent out with them on the outings that they 
took with Houston. 
s ene mer frequent. They spent a two-day trip 
g orchids and herbs in the hills; they spent three days 


with the Duke of Ganzing; and many days more working with 
the priestesses in the fields, oF 


194 





The Monastery owned much land, several times as much 
as could be worked even by its large free labour force, and 
yet — apart from little prayer wheels and flags - it produced 
nothing at all for outside consumption. It was, in a sense, a 
vast hospice, dispensing service. It gave a medical service to 
half the province; it gave a ‘burial’ service, a mobile corps 
of priestesses always out on their dismembering and occult 
assignments (they stayed some days after the dismemberment 
to see that the newly freed soul was properly directed to 
its destination); and it gave a spiritual service. Although it 
was, in one sense, a government institution, its hierarchy 
was by no means government-appointed. From the abbess 
downwards, every. departmental head was self-perpetuat- 
ing; ‘recognized,’ as children, they took over from Former 
Bodies. 

Because of the presence of the she-devil and the establish- 
ment’s supernatural origin, pure State lamaism was not 
practised (a dispensation it enjoyed with some half-dozen 
other major monasteries, Houston learned from the abbot); 
there were traces of an earlier religion in the dogma and the 
form of worship, and local deities supplemented the national 
ones. 

Houston was fascinated by these details. He pried at will, 
and though he came up occasionally against some reserve, 
no mystery was denied him. ۱ 

His relations with Ringling and with his brother were less 
successful. The boy didn’t know what to make of him; he was 
uneasy in himself with a suspicion that someone ۶ something 
was being made a fool of. He didn’t want the fool to be him- 
self, or Houston, or the occult powers of the monastery; he 
didn’t know what to think. But Houston had hired him, and 
had gone through much with him, and he gave him therefore a 


` 


certain wistful devotion. 


Houston thought he could cope with this, but he didn’t 
know how he was going to cope with his brother. He had the 
strangest aversion to explaining his relations with Mei-Hua, 
and when Hugh asked him he gave him guarded replies. It 
had brought an awkward duality to their relations. 

. Hugh said to him one day, ‘Look here, Charles, what the 
hell is going on? Why can’t we talk together properly: 
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; et awa we'll talk properly. Be patient, Hugh.’ 

get her finger out and see that we -‏ رو ی 
get away? She runs the works here, doesn’t she?‏ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘(What's come over ad e 

nonsense, do you: ; ۱ 
زد‎ don’t. But He do. We’ve got to wait until the 
hecies work themselves out.’ . 

P lhat have you got to do with the <= prophecies?’ 

‘Not a — thing,’ Houston said, using the same term in 
an attempt at intimacy. ‘But they think I have. Just wait till 
everything works out.’ l 

With Sheila Wolferston and Meiklejohn he was on some- 
what easier terms, for here there was no lost intimacy to be 
regained. Meiklejohn, it was true, regarded him with a certain 
sardonic amusement and had taken to calling him St Charles, 
which he found after a time very trying; but with the girl 
he was able to establish something like a normal relationship. 
For he had a bond with her; before leaving he had been to see 
her mother, in a damp little cottage in Godalming, Surrey; 
and they talked for hours of her mother. 

‘She does everything herself, you know. It isn’t so easy with 
her leg.’ 

‘What’s the matter with her leg?’ 

‘She’s lame — didn’t you notice?’ 

‘I never did.’ 

‘No, she doesn’t like people. She tries to conceal it.... 
It’s so silly. I wanted her to come and live in a flat in town, 
you know — no stairs — but she wouldn’t. She’s so obstinate. ... 
It isn’t as if she really knows anybody in Godalming. Daddy 
was the convivial one. She merely c/ings. I suppose it’s because 
she hasn’t got very much to cling to.’ 

He had noticed the somewhat mournful strain in the girl 
that he had noticed in the mother; he saw the mother’s blunt 
nose, and the mothet’s head-shaking ghost of a smile. 

They were sitting on his shirt in the stubble of a barley 
field at the time: a yak with a deep bell round its neck was 
passing with a sled piled high with tawny stooks, and far 
aoe them the green lake and the seven gold rok swam in 
the rising air currents.... All a long, long way from damp, 
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You sutely don’t believe this 


soft Godalming with its mush | 

; and its dark green trains Neal مق‎ ila Fa As eee 

۱ ie said, shaking her head, ‘It’s perfectly fantastic, isn’t 

amt? Were almost literally out of the world. They think we’ 
ین‎ Be it’s all going on there still.’ : ae 

; now, he said for he felt it himself, and 

something, took her hand. She had cut her ais eet ee ۱ 
wore an orange sun top and skirt, dark glasses, no shoes. Her 
skin was tanned brown; he thought her very fine and whole- 
some in a warm, blunt kind of way. He said, quietly, ‘I hope 
all is going well with you and Hugh, Sheila.’ 

3 ‘It’s a bit of a strain.’ 

‘ie? 

i ‘Were on top of each other all the time, and yet not able 

to be really alone ever.’ : 

‘I’m ۰ 

‘Some of us are never without company,’ she said lightly. 
‘I understand you’re not hampered in that way yourself.’ 

‘No.’ 

The dark glasses were turned curiously upon him. 

“You don’t want to talk about it much, do you?’ 

‘Not much.’ ۱ 

‘All right. Only you won’t forget that our future is in your 
hands, will you?’ 

He liked her. 

But he liked Mei-Hua more. He liked her more than he had 
ever liked anyone in the world, and he didn’t think that any- 
thing could come about that would make him view her differ- 
ently. That was before the Second Festival, of course. 


e 


4 


The Second Festival of the Monkey began that year on 
1 September, two weeks before it was normally due; this 
was because, owing to a second earthquake (on 15 August) 
which caused much damage in Lhasa, the omens had become 
suddenly more threatening than ever; the Oracle had indeed 
indicated that if it were not held early it might not be held at . 


| all. 
۱ Like the Spring Festival, the celebrations lasted seven days. 
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Houston stayed for only four of them, for on the fifth, badly 
shocked, he left Yamdring and went, to stay with the Duke 
at Ganzing and didn’t return for a fortnight. 7 

He left on the day of the emerald ceremony, after partict- 
pating in it. He had been up very early that day, for the 
deputy abbot had wakened him at four o clock to take him 
to a large chapel in the first monastery where the ceremony 
was due to take place. 

He found the abbot already there, sitting over the emeralds: 
he had carried the bags down himself from the top monastery, 
and had watched over them all night. Apart from the abbess, 

` he was the only person who could open and seal these bags. 

Houston knew that he was himself to be a supernumerary 
guardian of the emeralds, but had learned very little mote. 
Mei-Hua had told him that he must not come to her during 
the week of the festival, for it was to be devoted entirely to 
remembrances of the monkey; but had refused to tell him 
anything else. It was not spoken of, she said. He would see 
for himself. 0 

Houston waited with the keenest interest to do so. 

He sat with the two silent men and the eight sacks of 
emeralds for the best part of an hour, listening to a chanted 
mass that was going on elsewhere in the monastery. There 

. was a sickly smell of flowers above the incense in the candle- 
lit chapel; it seemed to be coming from a large jade ornament 
in a far corner. His two companions had fallen into a medita- 
tive trance, however, so he did not disturb them with questions 
but merely sat on his own two sacks and awaited events. 

_At five o’clock a little handbell was rung, and complete 
silence fell. In the silence, the abbess was brought down 
ee es 
left immediate Little D he year tour bearers, who 
monies had aah d ee ae res SOE CER 
hE dé e down with her, and now, with the abbot 

leputy abbot to help, the litter was raised again and 
brought inside the chapel, and the gates closed. 

it, too: the abbess stood ais aes pees eS Ua 

? , gleaming all over in 
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the candlelight. She walked to the jade ornament, the small 
procession following. 


The ornament was a large oval urn — three quarters full of 


` rose petals, Houston saw. The abbess stepped into it, and sank 


deeply in the petals, and kneeled there, with her devil’s head 
bowed slightly so that only the pointed golden ears projected 
above the rim; and as she did so the abbot began to chant. 

All had been done in perfect silence so far, but now, as the 
abbot took from his robe a long gold knife and bent to break 
the seals of the emerald sacks, the others took up the chant. 

The Mistress of Ceremonies produced a gold ladle, and one 
after the other, Houston taking his turn, they began to scoop 
into the urn ladles of emeralds. 

The job took a long time to complete. the dull green heap 
steadily mounting, until at last the abbess was entirely covered, 
her devil’s ears alone sticking out from her lake of ‘tears’. 

The abbot had not been assisting in the last few ladles, and 
hearing his chant become suddenly muffled, Houston turned 
and looked. 

The abbot had put on a mask. It was a golden mask. It was 
the mask of a monkey’s head. 

He had been fumbling about in another corner of the chapel 
while he did this, and now as he approached the urn again, 
the chanting stopped and.the deputy abbot and Little Daughter 
and the Mistress of Ceremonies prostrated themselves on the 
ground before him. In astonishment, Houston did the same, 
but, looking up, was able to see what the abbot was doing. 
The abbot was dipping his hands into the emeralds. The 
abbess’s hand emerged. The abbot took it, and raised her to 
her feet. She came up very slowly, a few dull stones sticking 
to her back, and the abbot brushed them carefully into the 
lis muffled chanting began again as she stepped On of 
the urn, the two masked figures facing each other and hol a 
hands; and after a moment the worshippers got up ees e 
floor. The Mistress of Ceremonies gently brushed the a} a 
down, replacing the few adhering emeralds in the urn; an 1 
then she covered her again with her robe, and took ene es 
her hands, the abbot retaining the other, and they watse 


with her out of the chapel. 
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Houston saw, through the gates, that she took her place 


again in the litter; and then the handbell was rung and the 
four bearers appeared, and picked up the litter and carried 
it away. The Mistress of Ceremonies returned alone to the 
chapel, and that seemed to be the end of it. 

With the others, Houston began-ladling the emeralds back 


in the bags. They wete smiling a little, as after a job well > 


done, but not actually talking, and though Houston found 
himself with many questions he didn’t ask them. When he 
saw the deputy abbot produce a stick of green wax, however, 
and begin to seal the bags, he whispered in some surprise, 
‘Doesn’t the abbot have to do this?’ 

‘Yes. The abbot,’ the deputy abbot said, smiling gently. 
‘I am now the abbot for three days.’ 

. What is the abbot?’ 

‘The abbot is the monkey.’ — 

It was all said very genially, with the two women smiling 
faintly as at some well-established family joke, and for a 
moment Houston didn’t get it, and smiled with them. 

He said, ‘If you’re taking over the abbot’s job for three 
days, what will he be doing?’ 

The deputy abbot told him what the abbot would be doing 

. for the next three days; and very shortly after, Houston went 
back to his cell. He stayed there all day, not eating and not 
sleeping, and the next day he went to Ganzing. 


‘But my dear chep,’ the duke said, ‘it’s been going on for 
a long time — for seven hundred years at least. The practice 
was statted by the Third Body. Nobody would dream of 
stopping it.’ 

‘Doesn’t it strike you as particularly horrible?’ 

‘Not a bit. Why should it? You see, you’ve got it quite 
wrong, old chep. It isn’t just an old monk and a young girl. 
It’s the monkey and the she-devil - we are reminded of our 
origins. We’re very simple people here. You have your cradle- 
to-grave benefits, and so have we. It’s a guarantee that we 
are still watched-over - that nothing will change for us. It’s 
very touching in a way.’ 


“It’s horrible,’ Houston said. ‘It’s peculiarly, vilely horrible. 
For three days -* ۱ 
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‘And another thing youve got to remember is that out 
women have rather — rather better constitutions than most. 
It's, in a way - we shouldn’t talk about it, of course - very 
much harder on the abbot. The old chep isn’t getting any 
younger. He had a perfectly dreadful time with the Former 
Body — was quite fegged out one year and had to be taken 
away to hospital, delirious. The chief medical monk had to sit 
with him for a week. Oh, quite a scandal.’ 

‘And that doesn’t disgust and revolt you? The idea of a 
young girl —’ 

‘The Former Body was 74 at the time,’ the duke said, 
drawing on his cigar. 

‘Oh, my God!’ Houston said faintly. 

‘And by no means disgusted or revolted, except by the 
poor old chep’s deficiencies. The thing is, old chep, you don’t 
know us. The act = I’m not embarrassing you? — hasn’t the 
same connotations for us as it has for you. We regard it as, 
on the whole, a fairly pleasurable and useful occupation. We 
arent greatly exercised by problems of legitimacy and so 
forth, since property can be handed down in the female line, 
and so the pattern of our social behaviour has tended to 
develop in -* 

‘But in a monastery!’ Houston said, his distress in no way 
eased by this tationalization. ‘How can you possibly counten- 
ance —’ 

‘Ah, well. That does of course lead to certain difficulties. 
The people there are rather devoted to it — naturally: they 
have so few alternative pleasures. And of course in principle 
they shouldn’t be. It means that three women have to be kept 
constantly on the go aborting them.’ 

Such new horrors were evoked by this piece of information 
that Houston lost all desire to pursue it. He gazed silently at 
the duke and picked up his whisky and drained it at a gulp. 
The duke poured him another. 

He said, mildly troubled, ‘You know, you shouldn’t concern 
yourself particularly with - with anyone here. It could be 
very dangerous for you. There’s such a lot you can never 


know, old chep.’ 


But there was something the duke didn’t know, either. He 
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said on another day, ‘The emeralds? Oh, they?re part of the: 
quite beautiful legend. The she-devil is supposed to have wept 
endlessly for the monkey and so bitterly that finally some of 
her tears turned to emerald. The monkey comes once a yeat 
to dry them up, as it were.’ 

‘She must have wept a long time. There are a lot of 
emeralds.’ 

‘Are there, old chep? You mustn’t tell me, you know. I 
don’t want to know. Nobody’s supposed to, except the mona- 
stery council and the governot of the province.’ 

‘Where did they actually come from?’ ۱ 

‘From a mine. There used to be a very rich vein in the 
hill the monastery was built on. There was an earthquake 
several hundred years ago, in the time of the Third Body, 
and the general view was that the demons were upset at the 
mine workings. The abbess sealed up the mine and built over 
it — she was a tremendous builder. She put up the three higher 
monasteries, and rebuilt the shrine on the island. She was the 
` one who introduced the Second Festival.’ 

‘Whereabouts was the mine?’ 

‘Nobody knows, old chep. There used to be a story - I 
remember my grandfather telling me it — that it went under 
the lake and that a lot of cheps were entombed there, but 1 
don’t think there’s anything in it. You would expect it to go 
back into the hill. But there’s no trace now — none at all.’ 

Houston didn’t bother to tell him otherwise. 


He didn’t see Mei-Hua for a week after he returned, for he 
had had a fortnight to reflect and it seemed to him that the 
duke had spoken nothing but the truth. He didn’t know this 
country or these people, and he didn’t think he ever would. 

She was a fascinating young Chinese girl, unlike in her 
features and in her grace any woman he had ever met. But 
now he had been away from her for a while, he thought 
a could see her in perspective; and what he saw he didn’t 

6. 

She had been picked for a life of sacred prostitution; this 
was to be the whole of her life, and she could never be re- 
moved from it. He had no part to play in this life, and by 
trying to find one he was, as the duke said, courting danger; 
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not only for himself but for others. He had been infatuated 
with her and with an image he had constructed of her: of a 
pale china rose, nurtured. in shade, something immensely 
precious and immensely fragile. But he saw her now as an 
object lovely but diseased, a rank thing growing unhealthily 
on top of a dunghill. ۱ ۱ 

He didn’t want the rank thing or the dunghill. He wanted 
very much to get away from both. He saw that to do so he 
must’remain uninvolved and out of trouble for the rest of this 
dangerous year; and this he proposed to do. 

Mei-Hua sent for him twice during that week. He did not 
respond. The third time, Little Daughter came heavily upon 
him while he was painting. 

She said, ‘Tru/eu, the Mother has sent me for the last 
time.’ ۱ 

‘It’s useless, Little Daughter. You know it is useless.’ 

‘She can force you if she wishes. She begs you not to make 
her force you.’ 

‘Little Daughter - the Mother has no need of me.’ 

‘She has a 9660, ۰ 

‘You know it is unwise.’ 

‘I know it is unwise. But come. I beg you also.’ 

So he went. 

If she had been sulky, or haughty, or petulant, or in any 
way reserved with him, it would have been easy. But she was 
none of these things. She clutched him, weeping. 

‘Oh, Chao-li, Chao-li, you have deserted me.’ 

‘Pye been away, Mei-Hua. I’ve been busy.’ 

‘You could have come. You didn’t want to come. What 
have I done?’ 

‘Mei-Hua - you know we shouldn’t see each other. It’s silly 
for us to go on.’ 

‘What do you mean? Why do you say these things to me? 
You ate cruel to say them, Chao-li. You don’t mean them.’ 

He didn’t know what else he could say. She had forced 
herself like a little kitten into his arms and was mewing in his 
ear. ۱ 

He had not meant to say it, but he couldn’t help himself. 
He blurted out, ‘You didn’t tell me about the abbot.’ 

‘The abbot? What about the abbot?’ 
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“That he was to spend three days here with you.’ 

Her head came up out of his shoulder and her lovely eyes 
looked at him in bewilderment. 

‘Not as the abbot, Chao-li. As the monkey. You saw.’ 

‘It was the abbot who was here, not the monkey.’ 

‘In his mask, Chao-li, and I in mine - I can’t tell you about 
that. It is one of my mysteries,’ she said, a little horrified. ‘I 
am no longer of this world, then, and nor is he.’ 

‘But you acted with him as people of this world act 

‘Yes, of course. We must,’ she said, looking at him, wide- 
eyed. ‘You mean - this worries you, Chao-li?’ : 

He said helplessly, ‘Mei-Hua, how often has this hap- 

ened?’ ۱ 
: ‘Every year since I was 13. It has to happen, Chao-li, as 
soon as I am able.’ 

‘Oh, Mei-Hua, how can you? How can you bear to?’ 

‘What do you mean? I don’t understand you, Chao-li. The 
monkey loves me. He has always loved me.’ 

‘You mean you don’t mind? You like it?’ 

She said, bewildered, ‘I don’t know. Why not? It’s very 
nice. Don’t you like it? I don’t understand you, Chao-li.’. 

He didn’t think that she ever would. He looked for several 
minutes into eyes that were naive and yet not naive, that 
were young and yet not young, as though another, older 
intelligence were looking through them. He saw that she was 

a creature beyond any morality that he could understand. 

He said gently, ‘Mei-Hua, your life is here. Mine is not.’ 

‘For now it is, Chao-li.’ 

‘But not for always. At some time I must go. We must try 
not to love each other, or it will hurt too much to part.’ 

“Ah, Chao-li, there is no help for us. I told you before — it is 
written.’ 

He took her two arms. He said, ‘Mei-Hua, nothing is 


. written. You know who I am. You know I am not a idag? 
‘I know you are not a yidag.’ 


“Then what can be written >? 


‘That you will love me and help me and leave me. The 
Oracle has seen it.’ 


“Mei-Hua, she saw it because I 


dreamed it. You know 
where my dreams came from.’ ۱ 
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‘Nobody knows that, Chao-li.’ 

‘They came from this room. We made them here.’ ` 

‘If not here, somewhere else. If not this way, another way. 
You had to come, Chao-li. You cannot escape your destiny.’ 

He saw that she was a mistress not only of the answets but 
of the rules, and that she could change them at will. But he 
tried once mote. 

‘Mei-Hua, you told me once you couldn’t tell my destiny.’ 

‘But I know my own, Chao-li, and you are part of it.’ 

‘How can you know it?’ 

She smiled sadly. ‘I have known it two hundred years.’ 

‘Then tell me it.’ 

She looked him in the eyes and shook her head slowly. 

‘Not now. One day, perhaps. Do you love me?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

“You said once that you did.’ 

“Then perhaps I did.’ 

She released her arms and put them round her neck. 

‘Then for now take what is offered.’ 


He took what was offered. He did so for three weeks, three 
strange weeks, in which he couldn’t tell if he loved her or 
hated her, and thought that perhaps he did both; for there 
was something repulsive to him in the knowledge that she 
would offer any man what she was offering him. 

He saw the unbridgeable gulf between them, and tried to 
bridge it. And he began to experience then the urge that was -~ 
later to become obsessional — the urge to know her and to 
possess her totally. 

There was little enough time for him to do it then; for it 
was 27 September when he went back to her, and 7 October 
when the Chinese invaded. Houston learned nothing of it 
till the zoth. That was the day the governor sent for him. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 


I 


THROUGH July and August and September, the Governor 
of Hodzo had waited to be informed by Lhasa of the attacks 
upon him in the Chinese Press. No information on this point 
came. Some other information did; three items in particular 
convincing him that his doom was sealed, and a fourth, re- 
ceived on 19 October, formally underlining it. 

The first item, sent shortly after the earthquake in August, 
was a dispatch from the office of the Regent, briefly pointing 
out that owing to threatening omens, and as a measure of 
prudence, provincial governors would no longer be informed 
of military dispositions outside their own areas. The governor 
had submitted this dispatch to the keenest scrutiny, although 
its essential feature, left by a careless clerk and plain for all 
to see, had struck him even before he had read the text. The 
essential feature was the distribution panel, printed in wood 
block type on a slip of paper that had become inadvertently 
stuck to the wafer. Besides the names of the chef de cabinet 
and the Head of Communications, War Office, were those 
of every provincial governor. Of the latter, only his own had 
been ticked. 

The second item, received in mid-September, from the 
Head of Communications, War Office, informed him that 
a new depon had been appointed general-officer-commanding 
for the forces allocated to the defence of Hodzo. The military 
qualities of this new depon, whom the governor had known all 
his life, were such that at other times he would instantly have 
inferred that no enemy was expected. But these were not other 
times; as the third dispatch confirmed. 

The third dispatch merely announced that the enemy had 
arrived: the Chinese had invaded with eight armies on 7 


October. The governor would be informed if any special task 
was required of him. 


And the fourth, received five da 


5 later, and i > 
own hand, had told him of this ta A Ea 


task. It was a heavy one, it 
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was the traditional one of the governors of Hodzo; he must 
put himself between the gallant forces of the new depon and 
the Chinese invader; he must seek to parley to secure in any 
way open to him the safety of the unique treasure in his 
charge. The Regent expected that the governor would find the 
Chinese ready enough to parley with him; but gave no reason 
for this assumption. Without having to dot the i’s or cross the 
روت‎ however, he enclosed some recent parings from the Dalai 
Lama’s fingernails, and strongly advised the governor to keep 
them by him in the days ahead. 

The governor, a prudent man, did not spurn the parings. 
He placed them carefully in his charm box; but that same day 
set in train some other measures that he hoped would prove 


equally prophylactic for his wives and children. 


The measures that the governor had been pondering 
stemmed from his recollections of the year 1904; in particular 
those concerning the men who had accompanied Colonel 
Younghusband to Lhasa. He had formed the opinion at. that 
time that some racial characteristics of these men made them 
virtually unopposable. They possessed in a rare combination 
the apparently contradictory qualities of ruthlessness and 
humanity, unimaginativeness and ingenuity. In addition, an 
unusual objectivity enabled them to carry out the most com- 
plicated plans. , . ۱ 

The governor did not have this opinion of his own people. 
A lifetime of judging them had given him quite another 
opinion. He did not think that in time of danger he would 
trust his personal safety or that of his loved ones to such 
people. He knew which people he would sooner trust it to. 

All this had occurred to the governor quite early in the 
summer; it had been later after his unsuccessful quest for the 
traitor at Yamdring that he had begun to toy with an extension 
of the idea. 

The Chinese would come; he never doubted it after the 
second earthquake. And when they came they would find a 
friend at Yamdring; one who knew the value of the treasure, 
and doubtless exactly where it was. 

This treasure had to be hidden. That was the governot’s 
Starting point. Where.should it be hidden? To hide it in the 
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monastery, or to bury it in the grounds would scarcely serve 
the purpose. For whoever knew where it was now would also 
know where it would be hidden. 

What then? ; 

Then the treasure must be removed from the monastery. 

'To this there was an immediate objection. The treasure was 
the personal property of the abbess. It could never be physic- 
ally removed from her. To remove the treasure would indeed 
mean removing the abbess also; which was quite unheard of. 

Quite unheard of, the governor repeated to himself; sur- 
prised, however, by his lack of emphasis. 

He sent for his priest. 

Under what circumstances could the abbess leave the 
monastery? 

The priest grew very grave. History had so far produced 
no circumstances that had led the abbess to leave the mona- 
stery. 

Under what circumstances could the abbess ۸۵۶ leave the 
monastery? 

The priest grew graver still, for he hadn’t an idea. He con- 
sulted the Kangyur. He consulted the Tengyur. Then he con- 
sulted the principal commentaries on these works. He went 
back to the governor. — ۱ ۱ 

No specific prohibition was laid down restricting the move- 
ments of the Good Mother of Yamdring. 

Such movements were, however, he assured the governor, 
quite unheard of. ۱ 

The governor thanked him. He wrote two letters, one to 
the abbot of Yamdring, the other to its zru/ku. 


Houston had gathered most of the governor’s intentions 
before he was quite drunk; and just at the point when the 
room began to dance before his eyes, took the precaution of 
writing himself a memo. He did this on the back of the map 
the governor had given him. g 

He had to proceed in the direction of Chumbi: thi 
valley that led most directly into Sikkim and و‎ kor = 
traditional one to which nobles fled in the event of troubl : 
The Chinese would know this, so s ie 


eed and i 
matter of route were essential. = secrecy in the 


kaj 


r 
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He would be making the journey with the abbess, the 
treasure, Little Daughter, the other Europeans, the governor’s 
three wives and children, and a light escort. The governor 
could, not tell him how much of a start he would have on the 
Chinese; perhaps as much as a week. At the moment their 
right flank was thought to be approaching northern ۰ 
How long it would be opposed by the new depon with his five 
twelve-pounders, his collection of ancient Lewis guns and his 
1911 strategy, was a matter for speculation. The governor 
preferred to rely more on his own powers as a negotiator to 
win time; that it would be won for Houston and his party 
and not for himself, however, was not in doubt. Of his own 
personal survival he had no hope whatever. 

‘Drink up, ¢ra/ku. There is no one to leave it to.’ 

Houston, already drunk, drank up. The whole household 
was drunk. The bearers who bad brought him were drunk. 
He could hear them breaking things in another room. The 
governot’s three wives were drunk; they sat in a lugubrious 
line just out of earshot of the two men who lay on facing 
couches, a stack of bottles between them. 

There had already been a number of scenes concerning the 
amount of luggage and the number of servants the wives 
could take with them; and the governor suddenly bethought 
himself of a fresh source of trouble. 

He said, leaning over between the two couches, and care- 
lessly spilling arak into his boots on the floor, ‘Tru/ku - an- 
other matter. Shave their heads. Get it done at the monastery 
before you leave. And drug them first or it will never be 
managed.’ 

Shave heads, Houston wrote. Drug first. 

‘And no finery on the journey. See they wear common 
travelling robes. Vanity,’ said the governor, lying heavily 
back again, ‘— it destroys us all. It is the way of Karma, 
trulku 

Of Karma, Excellency?’ 

“Of Karma. I will tell you a story. Just one year and a half 

ago, trulku, I wished to retire. ...’ : 


It was two o’clock in the morning before he left, a night- 
marish, drunken departure in heavy frost, made memorable " 
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by a single touching moment; for at the very last, amid a 
hideous confusion of wailing wives and lurching servants, he 
had spotted that the governor's youngest wife was not in 
place, and had himself stormed into the house to seek her out. 

Tt took him some little time to do so, for he passed the 
room twice, hearing and seeing nothing, so still were they. In 
all that house, with its butter lamps guttering and doors 
slamming and servants runnings, there was only one calm spot, 
the governor’s private chapel, and here he found her, holding 


`. her husband’s hand and looking into his face. 
The governor was not aware for 2 moment of Houston. 


standing over him, for he was kneeling, with his back to the 
door, but he looked up presently, a smile of rare delight on 
his face. ‘She wishes to stay with me,’ he said. . 

He shook his head. He-laboured slowly to his feet, raising 
his wife with him, and then he kissed her hands, one after the 
other, and her forehead.. 

‘Go, my child,’ he said. “Go now.’ 

Houston took her arm. The girl made no resistance. She 
didn’t look back at the governor; but Houston did, just as 
he left, raising an arm in farewell. The governor raised one 
back to him. His little thin cat mouth was imperturbably 


shut and his slit eyes appeared to be smiling, but tears were 
streaming steadily from them. 
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Houston left, Yamdring on the morning of 25 October, in 
the dark, still with an abominable hangover; setting off from 
the jetty before the village was astir with a party of twenty- 
seven people and sixteen horses in four large skin boats. Planks 
had been laid for the horses, and their hooves muffled: the 
were hobbled as soon as they embarked, and within half A 
hour, without noise or confusion, the small fleet was awa 

By daylight they had reached the rapids at the foot of the 
lake. They disembarked here. The abbess was carried ahead 


i a curtained palanquin, the others followed on horseback 
or foot, the oarsmen, two to each boat 
3 


i carryin . 
the light craft the two miles to clear water ying on their heads 


The lake emptied into a small fast stream which shortly 
210 


à 
/ 


collected a number of tributaries to form a broad racing river. 
Within an hour they were afloat on it. 

The river route had been suggested by the governor, and 
although more circuitous than by land had the advantage of 
by-passing all centres of habitation — to the governor's mind a 
very real one; for mindful of the spy at Yamdring and the 
likelihood of others in the country, his idea was for the party 
simply to disappear into the blue. There were many points 
at which they could leave the river; it would be for Houston 
to pick one. 

Houston thought of this as he studied his scribbled jottings 
on the back of the map in the late afternoon. They had long 
since left the snug Yamdring valley and had come into a wild 
desolate country. The waterfalls on the mountain-sides were 
frozen, the tracks treacherously glazed, peaks lost in grey fog; 
it would be snowing up there. 

The farther they went, the less he liked it. It was bitterly 
cold, the horses becoming restive, the governor’s shaven wives 
and two young children, huddled in his own boat, incessantly 
moaning. He looked about him. The boats were proceeding 
in single file, his own leading, making excellent if meretricious 
progress in the fast river. Behind, in the second boat, the 


“abbess’s palanquin ‘stood like a hearse, curtains fluttering in 


the strong breeze. No horses had been embarked on her craft, 
and insufficiently weighted, it was dancing dangerously on the 
white water. ۱ ۱ 
Houston was by now stone cold sober and the situation 
struck him as little short of lunacy. Because the governor had 
carried in his mind for forty years the mistaken impression 
that the British were all of them men of action and resource, 
he had chosen him to lead the party. Because he was drunk 
he had accepted. But he was not drunk now. It struck him as 
merely incredible that anyone who knew him - Ringling, his 
brother — should regard him as a natural leader of men. None 
the less, they did. They had accepted his role as naturally as 
their own; and now the experts of the expedition, the boat- 
men, the guards, were looking to him for orders. 
Chilled and worried, he sat over the map in the failing light. 
‘Ringling.’ ; 
‘Sahib.’ 
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‘Do the boatmen know this country?’ 

‘No, sahib. They have never been here.’ 

‘Do you know it?’ 

The boy studied the map for some minutes. 

‘No,’ he said at length. 

Houston grunted. 

The boy said quietly, ‘The boatmen are getting tired, 
sahib. Maybe someone else should take a turn.’ 

‘Maybe, Houston said, not bothering to consider the 
suggestion seriously. T he oarsmen had been chanting at the 
beginning of the trip, but they had not chanted for some 
hours now, requiring all their skill and concentration to keep 
the boats from overturning. He did not fancy the chances of 
anyone else at this work. ۱ 

It had been the governor’s suggestion that they should 
proceed without stopping for the first twenty-four hours of 
the trip, to put themselves beyond a caravan route that ran 
laterally from east to west across the river. But the governor 
had not seen this dangerous water with its submerged rocks 
and unpredictable currents. 

Houston made a decision, his first, and at once felt a curious 
lightening of his spirits. 


‘We'll stop for the night,’ he said. ‘Tell them to keep a 


lookout for somewhere to pull in.’ 

The light was going fast. It was quite dark again before 
the solid black walls, rushing past on either side began to 
show a crumbling of indentations. The bowman reached with 
his boathook, and eventually caught, and jumped in the icy 


water and grounded them, manceuvring the boat nimbly so 
that the others could follow. 


They lit lamps and reconnoitred. 


They had pulled on to a semi-circular rocky beach. Above 
easy toe-holds led to a number of caves. 


> bear oe been here,’ one of the boatmen said. 

party of guards cautiously investigated several of th 

ia HL hey found further evidence of the bear; but no bear. : 
ey lit fires in two of the caves with rhododendron wood 


| (the abbess and Little Daughter with one cave to themselves); 


and blanket 
on the a the horses and staked them behind a boulder 


212 


«| 


Within ‘minutes butter was being churned for tea, the ` 
rhododendron flaring in the draught of air, and the party 
thawing in the orange blaze. Houston, sour and oppressed, 
ate briefly, and went to turn in. 

The corporal of the guard came to him as he got his feet in 
the bag. 3 

‘I have picketed the men, trulku — four will watch for two 
hours at a time.’ 

‘Good.’ ۱ 

‘And the Mother will see you now.’ 

Houston got his feet out of the bag. He put on his fur 


. jacket and went guiltily out into the bitter blackness — for he 


had given her scarcely a thought all day - and climbed to the 
upper cave. Two guards with rifles squatted miserably at its 
mouth. He found the pair of them still eating, on the wool- 
wrapped bales containing the leather sacks. 

‘Oh, Chao-li, you have been so long. I thought you would 
never come. Isn’t it marvellous?’ 

‘Marvellous,’ Houston said. 

‘Its the most wonderful day of my life. I can’t remember 
anything so wonderful. Chao-li, don’t you think I could move 
about a little in the boat? Must I stay in the palanquin all the 
time? My veil is secure.’ 

She had worn the heavy silk-veil all day and she was sitting 
with her back to the cave mouth now so that none could see 
her. 

He caught Little Daughter’s warning glance. 

‘Not yet, Good Mother. Perhaps when we leave the river.’ 

‘Tomorrow?’ 

‘Perhaps,’ he said. 

He climbed back, chilled and depressed, the arak still in 
his system, and took off his boots and crawled in again, and 
slept, heavily. 

It was snowing slightly when he turned out; but his spirits 
were perversely raised. They had made, it was a fact, excellent 
progress the previous day. Perhaps it was, after all, possible to 
let someone else have a go at the oars. He decided to try, 
and after an hour or two, when the early confident chanting 
had died away, put other men to the task. ۱ 

He tried one boat at a time, and though they wobbled a 
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bit and progress was slowed, there were no catastrophes. The 
boatmen chanted.again when. they took over. 

For most of that day (and for years after) their plaintive 
cries rang in his ears. 


‘Oh, Lord Buddha, lighten our load... 

‘Oh, Lord Buddha, help with our Fh ARR 
‘Oh, Boundless One, we need your strength... 
‘Oh, Buddha, Lord, we call to Jon... 


Perhaps the Boundless One heard; perhaps the expedition 
was merely easing into a routine. The second day sped past 
with, for Houston, few of the strains of the first. 

They shot the bridge before midday, passing swiftly be- 
neath and seeing not a soul; and with this link with caravan 
routes and possible pursuers behind him, he began to feel a 
certain swelling confidence. Someone, after all, had to lead. 
It was not a duty calling for years of scouting experience; 
simply one of convenience so that one voice should speak and 
the rest follow. There was plenty of skilled assistance. Several 
of the guards had tracking experience, and all twelve of them 
were well-armed. He had merely to get them to the mountains 
of the south, and once there to pick a route to the east that 
would bring them from an unexpected angle into the Chumbi 
valley. ۱ 
The snag was, as he realized that evening, that the hurtling 
river was now taking them in a direction well to the west. 
The map was a Tibetan one, very detailed in its information 
as to the location of communities of mountain and water 
devils, less detailed in purely geographic lore. Towards night- 
fall, when the river had emerged from its canyon-like tunnel 
into a broad, rock-strewn tundra, the sunset had lit up distant 
Dees es peaks. Ringling thought he recognized one of 

é aga Parbat, and another as Cho Oyu. The peaks 
Se وش‎ 
en far to the west. 

eae to be time to leave the river. 

ıe boatmen تمصع‎ i : ; 
morning olge hk | E بت ههور اب‎ 
dring. Houston. watched th sesso overlang to Yams 
em with some 
take them a couple of da ۱6 uneasiness. It;would 
ys to reach the caravan route (where 
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the Chinese might then have reached); and in two days his 
own party could be well out of sight in the mountains. It was 
a risk, all the same. He had had to balance it against another, 
that of taking extra mouths with them into unknown country. 

He had made the decision alone, and nobody had questioned 
it; but Houston questioned it then himself. 

‘May the Buddha guide your steps!’ cried the boatmen as 
the parties diverged. 

‘And yours. Go slowly!’ replied the guards. ۱ 

It was the normal formula of leavetaking in Tibet. Houston 
hoped they would heed it; but had his doubts. It would take 
them a week, going overland, to get to Yamdring, and he had 
given them exactly a week’s rations. 

That was another decision he was questioning as he turned 
his horse to the distant peaks. ۱ 


3 


From the river bank the stretch of country facing them had 
appeared flat; but in less than an hour its true nature became 
plain. It was covered entirely, and very closely, by a series of 
wearying hillocks of sandy rock. The wind came up at ten 
o’clock, after they had been going four hours. It was a dry, 
cold, dust-laden wind, peculiarly hateful, and they took shelter 
in the lee of boulders and made tea and waited for it to die 
down. ۱ 

The wind did not die down. It went on all day (stopping 
abruptly at sunset and starting up again punctually at ten 
the next morning, as though some gigantic machine had been 
switched on and off in the mountains). They waited an hour, 
and went on, noses and mouths muffled and eyes goggled 
against the dry spray, their faces at first raw and then merely 
numb from the incessant blast. With the hearse-like palanquin 
in theif midst they picked their way through the geological 
debris like a party of mourners in a valley of bones. 

In the late afternoon, with the horses stumbling and sneez- 
ing miserably, and the governot’s wives and children moaning 
again, he decided to camp, early. They got the tents up with 
some difficulty in the shelter of boulders, and Houston crawled 
into his own and lay there with eyes closed. 
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Ringling shook him presently. 

‘Sahib, come and see. 

He went out. The wind had dropped. In the vast uncanny 
stillness, a great red sun had appeared, arcing swiftly. 6 
barren wilderness was suddenly alive, a glowing bed of fiery 
red, writhing and vibrating in the fast-changing angle of 


` declension of the huge disc in the sky. He saw the others 


standing to watch, silent, red-tipped figures, immobile in a 
spectacle of unearthly stunning beauty. 


The boy had not, however, called him out to admire the 


spectacle; he was pointing to the peaks, visible again, still 
distant — but to their right now, Nanga Parbat far to the west, 
Cho Oyu less so. They had passed them both. 
On this day, 27 October, despite the dust and the depressing 
terrain, they had covered nearly forty miles. ۱ 
“We can go in the mountains now, sahib,’ the boy said. 


By noon the following day, they were in the foot hills. They 
camped that night in the shelter of a frozen waterfall. There 
was no wood to burn, and they cooked with butter lamps. 
The cold was intense, but Houston felt it less than on the 
outward trip, for on the governor’s advice he was wearing 
under his clothes a shift of silk. ۱ 
. They were on the move early, before it was light; and it 
was still not quite light when the first accident occurred. 
Four horses had passed over the spot when the track suddenly 
gave; the fifth (with, as it happened, Wister tied to it) simply 
disappeared. The following horse pulled up sharply, but the 
preceding one was dragged backwards and fell in a flurry of 
limbs, hindlegs into the gap. 

They had been riding roped together, and the guards were 
quickly taking the strain. The horse that had fallen completely 
had broken both forelegs; they dragged it, whinnying and 
threshing with pain out of the crevasse (Wister, comatose for 

.the past couple of days, no whit the worse) and cut it loose 
The other animal, uninjured, climbed out itself. ۱ 
ear وج‎ se was quickly destroyed, the guards licking 
y hacked the carcase into manageable loads. 


The ropes were reti 
etied, and the horses, unm 3 
i ; 0 
a differenitsection. , unted, led across 
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Horse steaks, somewhat underdone, were on the menu that 
night. 

As near as they could manage they were going due east, 
but with insufficient altitude and surrounded on all sides by 
a jumble of mountains, found it hard to get their bearings. 
From time to time in the first couple of days, Ringling thought 
he identified peaks; but on the third when the vagaries of the 
passes had taken them in all directions and rather to the north 
than to the east, had to confess himself beaten. 

He confessed this towards noon as they were proceeding 
along a broad defile; and shortly afterwards they saw the 
monastery. It was a tiny place perched like a bird’s nest in the 
angle of two sheer rock faces far above them, approached 
evidently by a flight of rock steps that began at some point 
beyond their line of vision. 

Houston weighed up the chances as they stopped to eat. 


` Sited so far from any caravan route or village, it was plainly 


a retreat for mystics. It seemed unlikely that such a remote 
community would have any frequent or regular business with 
the outside world. He decided to chance it. 

He moved the party back down the defile out of sight of 
the monastery. He sent a couple of:guards up to it with a 
request for the loan of guides. He sent Ringling to watch the 
guards. 

By three o’clock the boy had not returned, and Houston 
found himself in something of a quandary. They were in an 
unsuitable spot for camping the night. It would be dark in an 
hour or so. There had been some other spots that he had 
marked as suitable. | 

He sent two more guards after Ringling. 

They met on the way, and all returned together. The boy 
was puzzled. The ascent had evidently been more difficult 
than it looked. He had only been able to see the latter half of 
it, for an overhang was in the way. One of the guards seemed 
to have injured himself; the other one had helped him up the 
steps. He had waved to them, and was sure they must have 
seen him, but they had not waved back. He had seen the 
uninjured one come out of the monastery after some time with 
a couple of orange-robed monks, and they had been pointing, 
evidently indicating a route. They had gone back into the 
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monastery, but although, mindful of the coming dark, he had 
waited as long as he could, no one had emerged again. 

‘Didn’t you call to them?’ 

‘No, sahib, they knew where I was.’ ۱ 

‘Maybe they couldn’t see you. They might have lost the 
direction on the way up.’ 7 

‘Maybe.’ 

‘Yes; Houston said. ۱ 

He knew the guards would not have lost their direction, and 
he knew why the boy had not called. He would not have 
called himself. After days of hiding, and particularly since 
sighting the monastery, an oppressive silence had fallen on 
the party. Even the governor’s children had stopped their 
snuffling. ۱ 

Houston didn’t know quite what to make of this. If the 
climb were as difficult as it sounded, the guards were unlikely 
to return in the dark. There was no point in waiting; he must 
either go on or go back. He turned the party round and went 
back down the defile. 

Although the light was failing with every minute, he let a 
couple of suitable spots go by and picked a third because it 
was protected by a little promontory of rock that commarided 
the track. Beyond the promontory was a hollow with scattered 
boulders. He camped there, posting half the guards on the 
promontory, and the rest back along the track. The cold was 
so bitter that he knew they would not be falling asleep in it, 
so he made no arrangement for reliefs. 


He didn’t think he would be sleeping very much himself 
that night. 
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There was no point in getting the party out of sleepin 

bags into the bitter chill until they were ready to move; ni 
though he turned out himself at dawn, he let them slee ‘on 
He had tea, and sent out an urn to the guards on ee. 


montory, and when they had drunk it, swapped round the 


shifts : 
so that those along the track could warm themselves, 


ee ae: rite 
He sat in his tent, licking the tsampa from the bottom of 


his mug, and tried to decide what to do. 
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. The ditty grey light was brightening outside. He thought 
he would give it till eight o’clock, and if nothing happened, 
move on, leaving two men to wait and to follow them with 
news. 

But soon after seven something did happen; a thin, distant 
clamour on the air, a gong sounding in the monastery. 

Houston walked back along the defile; he found the pickets 
very nervous, two men watching the monastery from behind 
a. boulder. 

“Any movement up dere? 

‘Some monks have been out for water, ۰ 

‘No sign of your comrades?’ 

۰1۱6 YE 4 

The steps, he realized suddenly, continued above the 
monastery; he had not seen this in the afternoon light. He 
realized it now only because an orange-robed figure appeared 
on the clifftop and began to descend slowly with a pitcher. He 

watched the figure disappear behind the monastery. It did 
Not appear again. 

‘Is there another entrance at the back?’ 

‘There must be, /ra/ku. That is where the monks have 
come from. Nobody has come from the front yet.’ 

Houston watched for some minutes longer, and walked 
back. He had gone only a few yards when one of the men ran 
after him. He returned. 

Three figures had emerged from the back of the monastery 
and were climbing the steps; two orange figures, one dun- 
coloured; one of the guards he had sent up. 

‘Has he looked down here yet?’ 

‘None of them have.’ 

The figures mounted slowly. 

‘Should we call, ¢ra/ku?’ 

‘No,’ Houston said: ‘No, don’t call. Keep out of sight. 
Were leaving now.’ 

Something was very serioj wrong. As he walked back 
along the track, his face carefully scanned by the guards 
posted along it, he tried frantically to think what to do. The 
man evidently did not wish to give their position away. They 

` had to move away from this spot, fast. Where? The track 
backwards led nowhere. They had been lost in it for two days, 
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boulder-strewn defile. It occurred to him that it 


ae ee position to defend if he had to defend it. But 


he didn’t want to defend it; he wanted to get away from i 
Tt also occurred to him that the Chinese might be E 
in their rear, and that this might explain the reason tor e 


isterious delay. 
e please. We're moving ۳ ۱ 

“They’re back, are they?’ Hugh satd with re iA be a 

‘Not yet. We’ ve just spotted them going up the 
better look.’ ; 5 

‘Arent you waiting an them, ae 

‘We can get organized meanwAbe. sf 

Be aide want to explain anything. He didn t know what 
there was to explain; merely a profound feeling in his ae 
that they must not be caught here in a confusion of tents an 
bedding, and that he must not himself spread panic. 

He thought he would go stark raving mad at the slow 


motion quality that descended on them suddenly. Endless. 


hours seemed to elapse while the tents were struck and bed- 
ding rolled and ‘equipment packed on the horses. But he 
bethought himself in this hiatus of something else the governor 
had suggested, and moved over to the palanquin. 

He said, ‘Little Daughter, the Mother wished to leave her 
palanquin and ride in the open. She can do so now. _ 

‘She cannot, zrulku. She cannot ride. She has never ridden a 
horse.’ 

‘T will help her.’ 

‘No, zru/ku, this is not wise. It is my duty to help her, not 
yours.’ 


He said in her ear, ‘Little Daughter, yoy must go in the 


palanquin, and the bags must come out. She will ride your 
horse. It is for her safety.’ l 


Little Daughter’s face went stif and Remon trembled. 
But she dismounted without another word. 

The guards turned their heads as the abbess stepped out of 
the palanquin. She was blind in her heavy veil, and Houston 
helped her to mount, and adjusted the stirrups and held her 
gloved hand while the two cloth-bound bales were strapped 
to the hotse. 

She said clearly, ‘Is there some trouble, بارس‎ + 
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‘No trouble; Good Mother. We are getting guides. It will 
be an easy tide today. I will be beside you.’ 

‘I know it,’ she said, squeezing his hand. 

The governor’s wives had put up their own veils against the 
wind, and with fur hats and earmuffs in place were indistin- 
guishable at a few paces from the abbess. 

‘All right, Houston said. “Let’s go.’ 

They had to pass within sight of the monastery; there was 
no help for that. But nothing moved in the now sinister little 
eyrie high on its mountain perch. 

Hugh came up beside him. ۱ 

‘What about the fellows you sent up to the monastery? 
Aren’t you leaving anyone to tell them?’ 

‘“There’s only one way we can go. T hey’ll have to follow.’ 

‘There isn’t anything wrong, is there?’ 

‘TI don’t know.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean I don’t bloody well know,’ Houston said. 

Hugh dropped back. 

Ringling moved up. 

‘You are not leaving anyone to wait for the guards in the 
monastery, sahib?’ 

‘No.’ 

The boy rode silently beside him for some minutes. He said 
softly, ‘I have two pistols, sahib. I have them under my cape. 
One is for you? 

‘All right.’ ۱ 

‘1 will keep close to you, sahib.’ 

‘All right,’ Houston said again. 

The idea seemed to be catching on. 

They had gone for perhaps a quartet of an hour when the 
voices began calling them from the hills. Because the mon- 
astery was on the right, and the guards had gone to the 
right, they looked to the right; it was a minute or two with 
the sound ticocheting deceptively from side to side of the 
defile before they realized the cries were coming from the 
left. 

They halted to listen, and Houston found the procession 
bunched closely in round him. 

It was possible to see that the cries were coming from the 
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two monks and the guard; now far to the left on the opposite 
side of the defile. 

‘What are they shouting?’ ۱ 

Nobody could tell what they were shouting, the sound 
distorted in the hills. ' 

‘Should we call to them, sahib?’ Ringling said. — ۱ 

‘All right,’ Houston said, seeing there was no point now in 
silence. “Tell them to come down here.’ 

The party on the hilltop did not come down. 

“They are, waving, irulku. They are waving us to come to 
them.’ 

‘How? Where is the track?” 

Nobody could tell that, either. 

He sent a guard trotting ahead to see if he could find a 
track. They waited, bunched closely together. From behind 
them, the faint revetberations of the monastery 8 began to 
sound again in the thin air. 

Hugh said, ‘How the hell did they get up there? There 
doesn’t seem to be any way down from where they were.’ 

‘Maybe there is a wall of rock bridging one side of the 
valley with the other, sahib; Ringling said. ‘It would be 
easier than climbing down. We have seen it before.’ 7 

They had seen it before. They had seen every kind of 
geological freak in the past three days. 

. The guard trotted back. 
“There is a kind of track, sru/ku, very rocky. It is a hard 
climb.’ ۱ 

‘Where does this main track go to?’ 

‘There is a rock ridge ahead of us. The track goes on 
underneath it. There is a bad fall of rock there.’ 

| There seemed to be a kind of sense in this. There would be 

little point in the guard climbing dangerously down to lead 
them away from the rock fall when he could do so with ease 
merely by walking over the rock bridge to a point where he 
could see them coming. 
ee ea on the hilltop had stopped shouting now. They 
ae too. They must have seen the guard ride 
they had shouted : aa and aow hay ۵ walled 

“What about i : ae 0 to attract attention. 

out it?’ Hugh said. 
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Houston turned to the guard. “This rock fall — how bad is 
it? Can we get past?’ 

‘J don’t know, żrulku. I don’t know if it is blocked farther 
on.’ 
‘Maybe that’s what they were shouting about,’ Hugh said. 
‘Maybe.’ ۱ 
Maybe it was. He couldn’t see very much else for it. 

He said with a good deal more cheer than he felt, ‘ Well, let’s 
have a go.’ 


j 


As the guard had said, it was a hard climb. To spare the 
horses, only the women remained mounted. The palanquin 
bearers cursed as they stumbled with the weight of Little 
Daughter from one ice-glazed rock to the next. 

From time to time, with outcrops of rock between them, 
they lost sight of the three figures silhouetted against the sky- 
line. They lost sight of them once for a quarter of an hour. 
Houston called a halt for a rest. He found himself alone on 
a slab with the abbess on horseback beside him and Ringling 
at his heels. 

‘Tt will snow soon, sahib.’ 

“Mes: 

There was a grey density in the air. He couldn’t tell if it 
had become warmer. He was sweating under his fur jacket, 
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` the breeze hissing on the rocky hillside. 


‘The track is not blocked, sahib.’ 

‘It’s hard to see from here.’ 

‘It is not blocked.’ 

‘Trulku. 

‘I am here, Mother.’ 

‘What time is it?’ 

‘Nine o’clock.’ 

‘T was listening for the third gong. I forgot we must have 
passed the monastery miles ago.’ 

He looked at the heavy veil, blinding her, and then across 
to the monastery, facing him very plainly now, not a mile 
away across the gorge. ۱ 
He said, ‘When should it have sounded, Good Mother?” 
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2 
‘At eight-thirty, half an hour after the second, of course. 


‘What are the first two?’ 

۱ for waking and prayers, the second for breakfast. 
They will be praying again now,’ she said, and fell into a 
little prayer herself, on horseback. -` . 

He saw the boy’s eyes upon him, wide with alarm; and 
looked down upon the track that they had come up, and 
imagined what kind of panic there would be if he turned them 
round and went back down it. fost 

He said, ‘ We'd better move on agai: ۱ 

The watchers were still there, waiting, when they came 
out from the overhang, some hundreds of feet above them 
still. | 1 

The snow started shortly after; the path began to disappear ` 
under the white blanket. The abbess’s horse slipped. 

‘Trulku, we should rest again. The horse is tired.’ 

‘Later, Mother. In a few minutes we can rest.” 

“The poor animal is sweating. He has the weight of the 
bags, also. 1 must protect all animals, ¢ru/ku.” ` 
. When we get to the top, Mother. It is dangerous to stop 


here.’ 


‘Dangerous for the horse?’ 

‘Very dangerous for the horse.’ 

‘Very well.’ 

He thought the veil of snow had blanked out the watchers 
and that they must be waiting there, at the top. But they were 
not. The party reached the summit, and looked about them, 
sweating and panting. ۱ 

‘Down below, sahib. See, they are waving.’ 

From the crest the hill swooped down again; it fell easily 
into a broad bare saddle of land. Beyond the saddle it fell 
again, very steeply, a boulder-strewn slope plummeting down 
to a river, a thin white foaming strand half a mile below. 

The two monks and the guard had walked down into the 
saddle; their tracks were just discernible in the thickly falling 
snow. 

‘What the hell are they playing at?’ Hugh said. 

‘Maybe they had to go ahead to show the track before the 
snow wiped it out, sahib,’ Ringling said. 

‘You think that’s what it is?’ 
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‘1 don’t know, sahib.’ 

Houston didn’t know, either. He would have been prepared 
to bet that the saddle was covered with turf; apart from two 
massive boulders, one at each end, the land was quite un- 
broken. It did not look to him as if there had been any 
particular track. It looked.to him very unpleasantly.as if men 
might be waiting behind the boulders and that he had been 
led into an ambush. 

He said, ‘ We'll take a rest here.’ : 

It was after ten o’clock. The breeze had dropped and the 
snow fell straight down, thickly and silently. The breath of 
the party hung in the aif. 

Hugh said, ‘Shouldn’t we get on while we can see the 


» tracks?’ 


‘Hugh, come here a minute, will you.’ 

‘What is it?’ 

He waited till Hugh was beside him. He said softly, “Some- 
thing funny is going on.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘The track below wasn't blocked. And there’s something 
wrong in the monastery. Their normal routine has been 
interrupted. Apparently there should have been a third gong 
for prayers. There wasn't.’ 

‘What do you think —’ 

‘1 think these jokers have been leading us by the nose all 
the morning.’ . 

‘Why for God’s sake?’ 

Houston didn’t answer. He looked down at the boulders. 

Hugh licked his lips. ‘How about sending someone’ ahead 
to see?’ 

‘What would be the point?’ 

‘We could get down again bloody quick.’ 

‘No,’ Houston said wearily. ‘No, we couldn’t. You can’t 
see the track with the snow. It?s too dangerous, anyway. 
They'd half kill themselves in the rush.’ 

‘What do you want to do, then?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Are you sure of this?’ 

‘No, Pm not sure. I’ve not been sure all the morning,’ 
Houston said. ‘That’s why we’re heres: 
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‘Where are we?’ ی‎ S 

Ringling had been listening to the quiet conversation in 
English. He said sombrely, ‘We're neat the caravan route, 
sahib. That is the Li-Chu river. 1 know it. We should be across 
it and much farther south.’ a 

Hugh said, in the pause, ‘Do you think if we just turned 


` quietly round, no. panic, and went back down again ۰ 


‘You wouldn’t do it quietly,’ Houston said. ‘And who are 
you supposed to be fooling? If the Chinese are here, you 
won't be fooling them. If they’re not, what’s the point of going 
down again? We've got to get across that river.’ 

Hugh licked his lips again. 

He said, ‘Do you think they are here?’ 


‘There’s only one way to Gnd out, Houston said. He saw. ° 


that the others wete watching them intently. ‘Better get back 
in place now. There’s no point in spreading panic.’ 

He waited till Hugh had done so, and at once, without 
allowing himself time for second thoughts, for no alternative 
seemed to be offered, gave the signal to move. They moved 
quite silently, in thick snow. Houston found himself shaking 
in every limb; for despite what he had told his brother, he 
thought he was by now pretty sure. If this little contretemps in 
the alley in Kalimpong had taught him anything it was that 
when all the signs pointed to a certain conclusion it was as 
well to accept it. The signs had been pointing all morning to 
a conclusion he had not wished to accept. And they were still 
pointing now. For the two monks and the guard had stopped 
waving, and they had stopped moving. They stood quite still 
and watched, as men whose task was completed. 

He had been wearing his goggles, but the snow was falling 
so thickly that he pushed them: up from his eyes. All the same 
he sensed rather than saw, in the white swirling air, the men 
who suddenly appeared, the small, stocky apparitions in 
padded olive uniforms cradling like children in their arms 
their automatic weapons. 

a he had been watching for them, he thought he was 
t t to notice; and yet the phantoms seemed to materialize 
in an incredible kind of slow motion; the bulky figure on 
sa moving quite casually forward, loudhailer raised 

ps; the eight boatmen from .whom: they had parted 
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five days ago, emerging from the steam-coloured landscape 
like well-remembered wraiths from a dream. 

‘My friends, we have come to find you!’ cried the horseman 
in Tibetan. ‘See, your comrades are here, waiting. We will not 
harm you. Stop and throw down your guns. We are your 
friends!’ ۱ 

What happened then, although it happened in the space of 
seconds, had about it the kind of elaborate spontaneity of 
some minutely rehearsed ballet. The men holding the palan- 
quin dropped it. Little Daughter tumbled out into the snow. 
A body of the Chinese, perhaps ten or twelve, moved towards 
her. One of the guards dropped to one knee and fired. The 
Chinese brought up their little cradled toys and fired back; a 
harmless pop-popping in the thin air like the distant sound of 
a two-stroke motor-cycle. Suddenly, but quite slowly, every- 
body was firing; the protagonists dropping to their positions 
in the swirling snow, the little make-believe weapons sneezing 
dryly, the whole evolution so solemnly unreal that Houston 
lost all sense of fear, and took up his own cue as if he had 
been waiting for it all his life. 

. He swung himself up on the horse behind her. He dug in 


his heels and bent forward over the و نع‎ back and set the 


horse’s head to the river slope. He looked round once, and 
saw the horseman with the loudhailer pursuing him, and 
actually found himself laughing out loud with pure exhilara- 
tion. ‘There had been no plan, no plan at all in his mind; 
he had acted in response to some gay, some irrepressible sum- 
mons of the blood. But now the drop was approaching, and 
just at the last, seeing what it had not seen before, the animal 


jibbed; and Houston, seeing it in the same moment, jibbed 


also. . 

There was no kind of slope at all from the edge; the 
ground simply fell away quite sheer for fifty feet or more, and 
below, thickly studded with boulders, dropped only slightly 
less precipitously for another fifty before losing itself in the 
curtain of snow. 

Between his legs, Houston could feel the girl’s body rigid 
with fright, and felt his own arms ٩ stiff as ramrods as he 
leaned back to slew the animal’s head round. 

But weight and momentum had done their work. With fore- 
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legs raised high like those of a rocking horse, and catrying on 
its back the abbess of Yamdring, the man from beyond the 
sunset and a fortune of three million pounds, the animal 


sailed sickeningly ovet the edge. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
2 
Tue horse did not touch for quite sixty feet. It touched 
and flew, and touched and flew, screaming with every breath; 
for a hindleg had snapped at the first impact, and a foreleg 
seconds later. Houston bung on, quite paralysed with fright. 


Because of the bales, one at each side, he could not get his 
legs down; he was up high like a jockey, and leaning so fat 


forward against the girl that her head was buried in the ` 


animal’s mane. 
Despite its hideous injuries, the horse managed to remain 
uptight, frantically dodging the enormous boulders that 


` geared on every side; but could not dodge them all. A glancing 


plow on the breast slewed it round and then they were over, 
and rolling, the girl leeching to the horse, and Houston to 
the girl, so that all three, locked together, careered down the 
mountainside like some ungainly snowball. ۱ 

The teins had become caught below Houston’s elbow, and 
the animal’s long hairy head was twisted round towards him, 
eyes rolling, yellow teeth snapping, from its mouth issuing a 
scream so human that Houston could not be sure it was not 
coming from the girl. 

There was another blow, a dull stunning one to the neck, 
which stopped it screaming, and then a third - a blow so final 
that it brought a single great belch from the animal as all the 
air and all the life were driven from its body. 

They had brought up on a slope like the side of a house, 
against a rock so razor-edged that the horse seemed almost 0 
have been cut in two. A great gout of blood washed up out 
of it and spat back into Houston’s face, and he lay in the 
snow, stupefied with shock, feeling the warm rivulets trickling 
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down his neck. He saw a leg, which was his own, and another, 

which was not,.and tried to kick it away. 

© e felt her then, the faintest of movements below him. 

ig He had landed on his side with the horse still between his 

E legs, and she was somewhere below. He twisted about and dug 

- frantically, and found her fur hat, and tugged at it; but 

|- realized that it was caught below her chin and that he might 
be strangling her, and made a space for her to breathe instead. 

She gasped for air, her veil off, her face deathly pale. 

‘Mei-Hua, don’t struggle. Don’t struggle. PU get you out.’ 

He bore down, swinging one leg back off the horse and 
wrenching the other from beneath her, and managed to drag 
her half out. They lay back, panting in the churned-up snow, 
and he felt a dreadful lurch of vertigo; for it seemed to him 
that even lying back they were only a few degrees off the 

` vertical. A good deal of row seemed to be going on above: 

a dull deadened row, the single-shot cough of rifles, the 

' sneezing pop-pop of the automatic weapons, voices shouting. 
All about them now, the snow had begun to turn red. 

‘Mei-Hua, we can’t stay here.’ 

She didn’t answer, and he saw her face screwed up in pain. 

‘Are you hurt?’ 

‘My foot is twisted.’ 

‘Give me your hand.’ 

But when he stood to help her, he felt so like a fly upon a 
wall that he fell back again abruptly. 

‘Wait. Wait a minute. Rest first.’ 

They rested for several minutes, and he tried again, feet 
planted deep in the snow and leaning backwards. 

‘Now.’ : ۱ 

She cried out with pain and fright. ‘Oh, no. No, Chao-li.’ 

‘Don’t look below. Look at me.’ 

‘Chao-li, no, I can’t. Please.’ 

‘Mei-Hua, dearest,’ he said weakly. ‘We must get away 
from here. They can see the blood. Try again.’ 

She tried again. He turned her on her back, and on het 
front, holding first her arms and then her legs. The girl dug 
herself with terror into the snows 

| ‘Mei-Hua, I am holding you. I won’t let you go. Please, 
please, dearést... + 
53 
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She was sobbing at the last attempt. ‘Chao-li leave me 
alone. Leave me for a minute.’ 

‘Tf the snow stops they will see us.’ 

‘I can’t help it.’ 

‘Try again. We'll find another Way.” 

“There isn’t any other way. PJI do it. Just leave me for a ۰ 
minute... -) 

But there was another way, and the instant he thought of 
it, he was climbing back the few feet to the horse.. He sat in 
the sticky red mess and heaved at the ropes, and scooped out 
snow to get at the one underneath, and dragged both bales 
clear. Each bale was wrapped around with stout ropes which 
she could easily grasp, and he tied them together again, and 
spreadeagled her on them to distribute the weight, and 


enough to bed down 4 few inches and prevent it running 
away, wide enough not to plough in entirely. 

Within minutes he had developed the technique to a degree 
of some proficiency, taking the strain with both arms, and 
shuffling down on his haunches, a brisk sideways shuffle of the 
backside giving sufficient lateral motion; and in this manner, 
with the abbess and her treasure, dropped in a gentle diagonal 
to the Li-Chu river. : 


The snow stopped at about midday, and the soldiers came — 
over the edge soon after. Houston watched them from behind 
a boulder. He had not managed to get down to the river, but 
had taken cover some minutes earlier, aware that the snow 
was petering out and that he must allow for their most recent 
tracks to be covered. He could no longer see the red mess of 
the horse, but could not be sure that it was not visible from 
above. 

The men were being lowered on ropes. He could see the 
officer with the loudhailer and several other horsemen direct- 
ing operations from the clifftop. The shooting had stopped a 
long time before. ‘The soldiers came down slowly and very 
cautiously, 2 dozen or so of them, with their automatic 
weapons. They began quartering the mountainside. ۱ 

They found the horse soon after one o’clock, and the officer 
had himself lowered immediately. Houston saw them digging 
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under the horse, and observed the officer’s growing agitation 
as nothing came to light. The man had himself hauled up 
again, and seeing soon after the flash of binoculars, Houston 
had to get his head down. He kept it down for a couple of 
hours, hearing the occasional boom of the loudhailer, and the 
strange chattering of the groups of soldiers on the mountain- 
side. 

The snow started again at about three o’clock; but aware 
that a group of Chinese soldiers was no more than fifty yards 


¿above him, Houston did not dare to move again. He lay with 
‘his arms about the girl on the two bales, listening. 


‘What are they saying?’ 

‘Some wish to return but the others say they have no orders 
and will not be pulled up. They are roped together but not 
from above.’ te 

He thought after a while that the voices had passed to their 
right, but, afraid that the snow might suddenly stop, he still 
could not nerve himself to move; which was just as well, for 
minutes later he heard voices immediately below him, evidently 
of another party which had come down more directly, and 
was now traversing. 

He lay, feeling the girl trembling in his arms; both of them 
on their sides facing each other, the snow settling heavily 
upon them. The voices passed below them. He heard the two 
groups calling to each other, and then a third group, and 
slowly all of them receded. Soon after the snow stopped 
again. ۱ 

He could see very clearly how near the men below had 
come — the deep footprints not twenty yards away — and 
thanked providence for his decision not to move, and lay 
silently with the girl, waiting. ۱ 

At four o’clock (breathing on his watch to clear the ice) he 
heard the loudhailer going again, and chancing another look, 
saw that ropes were being lowered to draw the men back up 
the cliff face. By half past, all were up, and there was no 
further sight or sound of the party. He stayed where he was. 
It would be dark in half an hour. It must be obvious to the 
Chinese that they were on the slope somewhere. The bales 
had been taken from the horse, and there had been insufficient 
time for them to get down to the river. He thought that if he 
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were the Chinese officer he would himself have called off the 
search and quietly stationed observes to watch. 

He waited till the light was almost gone before cautiously 
getting to his knees behind the boulder and working his limbs 
to restore the feeling. In the bitter, creeping cold the girl had 
gone into a sort of doze and he did not wake her yet. He 
thought she might as well enjoy what oblivion she could while 
she could. 

He gave it a few minutes more, until he could no longer 
pick out the division between the clifltop and the sky, and 
shook her. ۱ 

“Mei-Hua, were going to move again now. 

She came to with a little moan, and he took her hands and 
removed the gloves and worked her fingers with his own. 

‘Can you feel with them?’ 

‘I don’t know. Where are we going?’ 

‘Just down a little farther to the river. The soldiers have 
gone now. Can you hold on?’ ۱ ۱ 

The girl was not too clear what she could do or where she 
was. Her teeth were chattering violently. He spreadeagled her 
on the bale again, and waited a few minutes more until even 
the footprints in the snow were no longer distinguishable, and 
got moving. 

The girl fell off at once. 

The snow was freezing into ice now, and she slid gently, 
quite stiff like a fresh-killed salmon for several yards until she 
could dig her elbows in. He lowered the sled and got her 
on again, and thrust her wrists beneath the ropes and tied 
them there with the bight that he had been holding, and took 
a turn round his own wrists, and began shuffling down again 
anonce; for the girl, supported by her wrists now, and feel- 
ing the pain in them, was protesting weakly, and there was 
nothing he could do to ease her except to get it over with 
quickly. 

He had the strangest feeling of treading water and of 
moving quite automatically for there was no sensation in his 
eran توت‎ he could not feel himself touching the ground at 

. His knees came up and his heels dug down, and in some 


way he was descending, diagonally, skirti 
the short vertical diane $ رز‎ skirting the boulders and 
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The light went entirely after some minutes, and in the still, 
freezing evening he heard a distant volley of firing, and took 
it to be a signal recalling the observers on the clifitop, and 
soon after heard a series of single shots, two, three, four, and 
another one seconds later, five, evidently the men replying; 
and at the same time, feeling some return of sensation in his 
limbs, an old familiar nagging ache, thought he might take a 
rest. He dug his heels in, and slewed the sled sideways, and 
lifted her up off her wrists and kissed her. She was moaning 
softly into the cloth of the bales, her face icy cold against his 
lips. 3 

P Oh, Chao-li, Chao-li.’ 

‘You ye been very brave, little rose. It wont be long now.’ 

He didn’t know what it would not be long 2۸۸۸1 for even 
in the dark he could see the pale spuming line of the river 
and hear its muffled hiss. It was going very fast. Until now it . 
had seemed goal enough merely to get to it. 

He felt her shuddering in his arms; and had a sudden vision 
of the nightmarish day through her eyes — and heart-stopping 
tumble down the icy mountain, the sudden exposure to 
hostility after the years of veneration and love and protection. 
How soon the outside world had ceased to be marvellous! 

He had eaten nothing since his mug of tsampa at dawn, 
and couldn’t be sure that the girl had eaten even that. He 
thought he had better see what steps he could take to cross 
the river while he still had strength, and in a few minutes, 
kissing her gloved wrists before tying them once more, set off 
again. 3 ۱ ۱ 
The hissing of the river swelled into a soft, deepening roar 
as they dropped slowly down to it. It was evidently not at the 
full, for a little beach was dimly visible, and through the flying 
spray he saw that large rocks were left uncovered. 

He left her to lie on the bales on a gentle slope, and lowered 
himself down to the beach and stood there in the steady, 
rushing roar, stamping his feet and beating his gloved 
hands as he looked about him. He had seen immediately that 
he was not going to swim across; the far bank was out oi 
sight, and the spray, lashed viciously back from the rocks 
gave a discouraging indication of the current. The tops of the 
uncovered rocks were, however, clearly visible, and a littl 
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farther on a line of them seemed to stretch across like stepping 
stones. 

He picked his way along the beach to the line of rocks, but 
before reaching them thought he heard her calling, and turned 

ack. 
: He was climbing the slope when he heard the voice again, 
and went flat on his face and lay there, for the voice was not 
Mei-Hua’s, but a man’s. 

He prayed that she would not sit up and give away her 
position, and lay with his heart choking, trying to distinguish, 
above the roar of the river, which direction the man was 
coming from. He heard a clink of stone from his right, and 
got his head up cautiously, and thought he saw something, a 
vague moving blur against the pale river; and a moment later 
looked again, and spotted it quite clearly this time; an angular 
figure, very tall, moving, in a curious jogging motion, and he 
screwed up his eyes and blinked a few times, and saw what it 
was. It was a man on a horse. He was moving quite slowly 
along the beach, his head thrown back to look up at the 
hillside. With his heart thumping, Houston took off his glove 
and reached inside his clothing and drew out his silver knife 
and opened the blade. Ri 

Tt didn’t seem possible - unless the man had been addressing 
his horse — that he could be alone, and Houston didn’t know 
how much use his little knife would be to him in the circum- 
stances. He held himself ready to use it, however, and as the 
horseman passed directly beneath him, turned very gently on 
his side. : 
The man called again, then, just as he nerved himself to 

o it. 


‘Sahib!’ he cried softly. ‘Sahib! Are you there, sahib?? 


2 


The boy had got a little bag of tsampa with him, and they 
ate it dry as they moved briskly along. He had passed on his 
journey a stretch of river that he thought might be negotiable, 
and he led the horse hurriedly towards it along the beach, the 
abbess and the bales. mounted, Houston stumbling beside 


him. 
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The shots Houston had heard had not been a code of 
signals, but the Chinese firing after Ringling and one of the 
guards who had escaped with him. Ringling had given the 
man his second pistol (and was now regretting it, for he 
thought the guard had been hit and recaptured) and they had 
each shot a horseman.and mounted a horse and bolted. 

The boy knew this river: he was certain the Chinese 
would not come down the mountain after them, for there was 
a bridge a few miles along, and they would cross there and 
spread out to pick them up at the other side. It was therefore 
a matter of urgency for them to cross as soon as possible and 
make what speed they could before the Chinese were in a 
position to cut them off. ۱ 

He had a reasonable working knowledge of the,country 
beyond, and thought he would have a better one as soon as 
they spotted the caravan route; it was along this route that 
the Chinese had come and picked up the boatmen and taken 
control of the monastery. They had been waiting in the 
monastery for two whole days, with pickets on the cliffs above 
and a mounted squadron out investigating the best site for an 
ambush; for they had wanted the abbess and the treasure out 
of the defile; they had wanted them in an open space where 
the slow-moving palanquin would be within their sights, and 
there would be no possibility of the abbess and her -treasure 
being spirited away. 

The old wily man in Hodzo had thought of that; he had 
thought of a number of ingenious measures to allow the abbess 
. to escape. But he hadn’t, it occurred to Houston as he stumbled 
miserably along in the spray-drenched darkness, thought of 
what was to be done after the escape. Something had had to 
be left to the heir of Colonel Younghusband. 


It was getting on for eight o’clock before they found the 
negotiable stretch of river; the banks widened here, the beach 
was broader, the water, evidently, shallower. Massive rocks 
stood out of the bed, and about their tops was wreathed the 
debris of the spring floods. The boy anchored himself by rope 
to the horse and waded out. Houston glimpsed him, through 
the spray pulling down a branch from a rock and trying t 

plumb the depth. He returned, soaked. 


235 


‘Is it deep?’ 

‘Very deep, and very fast.’ 

What’s to be done?’ 

‘1 could try with the horse, to get a line across. 

They worked out a system of signals: two pulls for Houston 
to heave him back, three that he had landed safely at the 
other side, four that he was ready to heave them across; and 
four also from Houston that he was ready to be heaved. 

The boy tied the rope in a bowline round himself, and 
exchanged places with the abbess, averting his eyes as she 
dismounted. 

‘Good luck!’ 4 

The boy slapped the horse without answering’ and rode 
straight, into the river. He went in quickly before the horse 
could express an opinion, and Houston lost him almost at 
once. The rope jumped and quivered so much in his hands he 
couldn’t tell what frenzied signals might be intended, and, 
sweating once, began a half-hearted heave back before he 
felt in his hands three slow, strong tugs, and a minute later 
four more. | 

The girl had been sitting on a little rock, huddled in her 
cloak and.shivering violently in the clammy chill. Houston 

got her to her feet and roped her about the waist, and himself 
also, and allowing several yards of rope in between so that 
they would not be dragged down, attached the bales. 

“We must cross now, Mei-Hua.’ 

<I cannot swim, Chao-li.’ 

‘The horse will pull us. I will hold you,’ he said, and . 
kissed her, and while he was kissing her gave four tugs at the 
rope, and a moment later felt the drag, and held her as she 
fell, and then they were in the water. 

The spray had been cold, but it had not the deathly bone- 
searching iciness of the river, and he heard her gasp and cry 
out at the appalling shock of it, and hung on to her grimly. 
It was impossible to tread water, the thrumming current 
carrying away his legs, and his arms, about the girl, powerless 
to keep him up. The roaring white water blinded and choked 
him, and he was under, the girl struggling in his arms, the 
rope’ about his middle pulling strongly. He felt the pair of 
them, locked together, turning over and over in the water, 
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and the dull pain of limbs striking rock; and then he was on 
his feet, and off them again, and on his knees and dragging 
on the rough bottom, and they had made it. The girl was 
retching and spluttering and he tried to stand up to help her, 
but was dragged down again, the rope sawing and pulling at 
him from two directions, and he realized what had happened 
and cried out to the boy with all his strength. The boy seemed 
to realize it himself a moment later, for the pressure from the 
bank eased, and the boy was beside him in the water, sweating, 
and going out beyond him, and the rope thrummed and came 
free, the bales releasing from whatever underwater obstruction 
had held them. 

They took a few minutes, gasping and coughing, to wring 
out their clothes as best they could, and then the boy retied ` 
the bales on the horse, and Houston helped the abbess 
remount, and they were off again, teeth chattering in the 
freezing night. : 

The moon came out from behind mountains as they struck 
the caravan route, and the boy mounted a small hill for a 
reconnaissance before tackling it. He was back down again 
quickly. 

‘The soldiers are all about here, sahib. I saw their fires. We 
will have to keep going all night.’ - 

They cut across the track, the boy going surely now, for 
he had travelled this country before, and went across rough 
hills before choosing, towards midnight, a secondary track, 
a mere gutter between high cliffs, but one that went due 
east. 

Houston was by now almost out on his feet, and kept awake 
solely by the seating agony of fallen arches and wet clothes 
rubbing against sores. The insides of his thighs seemed to be 
quite raw. There-was a sore across the back of his neck, and 
when he had leaned forward to ease it, he had raised another 
under his chin. He had tried walking bow-legged to ease the 
chafing at his thighs, and had produced two new sores where 
his boots rubbed his ankles. They seemed to be telegraphing 
him now from every point of his body, and he no longer tried 
to evade them, registering the sequence with a kind of ashen 
stoicism, and keeping, as it were, a kind of count, for he had 
fallen into a belief that if one outpost of pain failed, the rest 
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might fail, and that horrors of some new and less familiar 

ind would supervene. 
E he boy ad been walking stolidly ahead with the bridle : 
but when the moon began to go again, he slowed, looking 
about him. The track had widened quite suddenly. He halted 
them, and gave the bridle to Houston, and went on by himself 
with the coiled rope in the darkness. 

Houston heard the girl moaning and trying to sit up On the 
horse, and he knew he must stir himself to catch her if she 
fell; but she sank back presently, eyes ‘closed and. teeth 
chattering, to the spot she had made warm on the horse's 
neck. ; 

He was not himself any longer awate of the cold, so obsessed 


` with hiş interior network of pain and the necessity of keeping 


it going while he stood still, and that he did not even at first 
hear the boy calling him, and was only conscious of it when 
stones began to fall about him. He looked up. 

. €Sahib! Can you see me, sahib?’ 

‘Where are you?’ 

‘Can you see anything at all?’ 

‘No. 

The boy said nothing more, but he could hear him banging 
about faintly above, and presently a rope’s end fell, and in a 
shower of ice and snow the boy came down it. He walked up 
and down in the track, looking upwards. 

‘There are caves here, sahib. We had better stop now. 
There is open ground a few miles ahead. We mustn’t be 
caught on it in daylight.’ : 

‘How do we get up there?’ 1 

‘By the rope. The abbess will never manage the other ۰ 
I will go up again and pull her.’ 

Houston didn’t know how he would manage himself, but 
he was beyond further questioning, and merely, in a kind of 
nightmare, found himself doing as the boy instructed, helping 
the abbess off the horse, tying the rope round her waist, and 
hoisting her up while the boy, who had shinned back up 
again, pulled. He saw her limbs working feebly in the frozen 
undergrowth, and then lost her in darkness, following het 
progress only by the shower of snow-clumps and her soft 

moaning. And then the rope landed at his feet once more, and 
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he tied it about his waist, and went up himself. It was steep 
but not impossible, with plenty of toe-holds and patches of 
strongly rooted spiny undergrowth, and only one smooth 
vertical face below the cave itself, and he got his hands on the 
ledge, and with the boy pulling, and his own exhausted 
muscles making a last effort, rolled over and fell inside on his 
face. 7 
He thought that he was dreaming, and that in the dream 
he had climbed out of a black and icy hell into some warm 
and radiant compartment of heaven; for the cave was bathed 
in a soft rosy light and he felt the breath of heat and aromatic 
smoke fanning towards him. The abbess was sitting over the 
fire, stating into its orange heatt, her cloak open and steaming 
gently; and, too exhausted to get to his feet, and fearful that 
the vision would vanish unless he embraced it at once, he 
began to hobble towards it on his hands and knees, thrusting 
aside a clutching obstacle in his way. 

‘The rope, sahib. I must have the rope. There is the horse 
to be seen to.’ 

He felt the fumbling at his waist, but did not stop, and then 
he was there, and he reached for her and sank back into the 
marvellous softness of the rock floor, washed by wonderful 
waves of light, and gliding. instantly away into them. Some- 

` thing was happening remotely to his.limbs, and he opened his 
eyes after a moment and in the flickering glow observed the 
boy stumbling over him, dragging something, two large sacks. 
Sacks of what? Sacks of something important; sacks that gave 
him just then a feeling of completion; of knowing that all 
was right with the warm and gentle world that was drawing 
him so deliciously into itself once more. 


3 


Somebody was singing, and he was eating a meal of many 
courses, and he sat back savouring a new mouth-watering dish 
that had been placed before him, and awoke like that, very 
gradually, with his mouth still watering. 
He lay for some seconds trying to place where he was..He 
was very hungry. He was very cold. He knew he had been 
' dreaming and that he was still between two worlds, and -he 
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lay screwing up his eyes in the bleak grey light anxiously 
trying to retain the best of both of them; a certain snugness 
about his lower quarters in one, 2 delicious sensation of food 
and singing in the other. He realized quite suddenly that the 
food and singing were common to both worlds and that the 
singing was screaming and sat up in alarm and saw where he 
was. 

The girl was sleeping across his legs. The fire was out. They 


were alone in the cave. The piercing screams rang out one ~ 


after the other. ۱ 

He came up fast off the floor, shifting the girl from his legs, 
in such a panic that he scarcely knew what he was doing. 
His first thought was that the boy had impaled himself in 
some way; had gone foraging for food and had cooked it 
and had tried to return up the rope and had hurt himself, and 


. was lying out there, screaming; and as the thought flashed 


through his head, found himself at the cave mouth, peering 
out. 

He saw the boy immediately. He was lying a little below, 
ona projection of rock a yard or two to. the tight. He was 
lying on his stomach, gazing intently through the under- 
growth. He was not screaming. Somebody else was screaming. 
The screams tang out with terrifying clarity punctuated by a 
gurgling intake of breath that was in a way more horrifying 
still. At the same time, Houston was aware of other voices; 
of somebody laughing and of a conversation going on. He 
could not see where this was taking place, his view of the 
track obscured by undergrowth. 7 

The boy had got the rope looped round him. Houston 
tugged it, and saw him look up and motion him back into 
the cave; and a few moments later he appeared inside himself, 
trembling and quite grey in the face with fear. 

‘Sahib, the Chinese! They are right below us. They have 
got a woman. They are hurting her.’ 

Houston could hear that. He thought the screams would 
drive him out of his mind. He pulled the boy to the back of 
a ae get a far away from them as he could and they 

ared at each other, so distracted 
a by the ghastly row that 
The boy said at last, ‘They’ve put all their kit in a cave 
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below us, sahib, just to the left. I missed it in the dark. ‘They're 
cooking now. They’re making the midday meal.’ 

‘What are they doing to the woman?’ 

‘They have got her feet in the fire. They say it’s to stop 
her running away again. There ate five of them with a jeep. 
Two helicopters went over earlier and landed on open ground, 
ahead. They must have come with it.’ 

‘Where is the horse?’ 

‘Rive minutes away along the track. I took it up a hill last 
night and staked it behind a rock. You can’t see it from 
below.’ 

They gazed at each other, horrifyingly aware of the danger 
of the horse making its presence known. 

‘Do they look as if they mean to stay?” 

‘Sahib, I can’t tell. Come and see,’ the boy said distractedly. 

The screaming had mercifully stopped as they went out of 
the cave. The boy sat on the edge and lowered himself, and 
stepped sideways on to the rock, and turned to help Houston. 
His mouth was shaking and the narrow wrist trembling. 
Houston looked below through the frozen straggling bushes, 
and could see at first very little; a couple of bobbing caps, 2 
steel rod swaying, the back of a jeep. 

The boy had got down on ‘his stomach and parted the 
vegetation, and Houston did the same. Two men were 
squatting over a fire prodding at food in a swinging pot. 
Another was sitting in the jeep fiddling with a wireless set; thes 
rod was the aerial. He couldn’t see anything else. The boy 
shook his arm, and he followed his glance and by craning 
could see, a little farther along the track, two more soldiers. 
He couldn’t make out what they were doing. One seemed to 
be kneeling as if in prayer, and the other was standing 
watching him. As he watched, the kneeling man got up, and 
he saw what he had been doing. The woman was lying on the 
icy track with her clothes bundled about her head like a bag 
of rubbish. As one man got up, the other got down, and 
Houston turned away, afraid he was going to be sick. 

The boy had caught his arm tightly, however, as he turned, 
and Houston saw that he was watching not the men along 
the track but the one in the jeep, who had now begun to speak 
into his microphone. 
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He was shaking so violently that even with the boy’s help 
he could barely drag himself back into the cave. He lay 
just inside, sickened and infuriated, fighting down a savage 
desire to hurl himself among them; aware that for the first 
time in his life he wanted with his own hands to kill some- 
body. ۱ 

That made it, of course, very much easier later on. 


Every trail leading from the rivet had been blocked; where 
possible jeeps had been flown in to work back quickly along 
the tracks. The men below had found the track too narrow 
for their jeep to negotiate, and were asking for mule transport. 
They were told to remain where they were to rendezvous with 
a party now on its way to them. ۱ 

There were several transmissions on the wireless set. The 
boy could not understand all that was said. But the girl 
could. The three of them sat, famished, in the grey, icy chill, 
listening to the soldiers eating, and to the transmissions. 


The woman was raped four times more after lunch, and 
twice towards dark by the wireless operator, who had been 
missing his share. A wind had come up, and he dragged her 
back to the shelter of the cave to do so in comfort. As she 
passed below, the boy had for the first time seen her face. He 
was weeping as he returned to the cave. 

Houston didn’t ask him why, for he had already guessed. 
But the boy told him, all the same. 


The expected party arrived after dark. It was a small party, 
consisting only of a man on a mule. He said that further 
transport could not be sent until the following afternoon, and 
that the jeep was to be returned immediately. The fire had 
to be stamped out before it could be manhandled round on 
the track; but within minutes, Houston saw it roaring away 
in low gear, headlights blazing. The four soldiers, the newly 
arrived visitor, and the woman remained. The fire was built 
up again. The visitor began to interrogate the woman. 

He had been screening females in a near-by nomad encamp- 
ment, he said, but had been checked by a peculiar difficulty. ... 

Houston went back to the cave, for he had heard and seen 
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enough; he held the girl in his arms and put his hands over 
her ears so that she should not hear. 

There was no particular reason why anyone should have 
suspected the chief medical monk; and it was plain why the 
governor had not spotted him from his dossier. The man was 
not an easterner. He looked to be a full Tibetan. His voice 
came quite clear above the crackling of the fire. 

‘My sister, what is the use of resisting? Tell what is asked 
of you and the pain will stop.’ 

The pain did not stop. Within minutes, the screaming began 
again, even more agonized than before. 

‘My sister, learn wisdom. Shorten the Mother’s journey and 
your own. She has no hope of escape. Describe her exactly 
and your troubles will be over.’ 

Alas, her troubles were not to be over so soon. Houston 
lay at the’ back of the cave, the girl’s head pressed tight in 
his shoulder, and listened to her enduring them. Only two 
people in the world had known what the Mother looked like 
under her mask, and he did not think the one below would 


be telling. Little Daughter had given up her virginity, and, 


by the sound of it, almost her reason. But he didn’t think 
that, apart from her life, she would be giving up anything 
else. ۱ ۱ 
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The boy thought he heard something above the screaming 
soon after nine o’clock, and came in to tell Houston so. 
Houston went out with him. They stood upon the projection 
of rock, listening. Fresh rhododendron wood had been piled 
on the fire, and it was hissing and singing as the ice melted. 
But Houston could hear it himself after a moment. 

He said, ‘It’s the wind.’ 

‘Tt isn’t the wind, sahib.’ 

“The wind is blowing in that direction.’ 

‘Yes, sahib. It can smell the food and hear them.’ 

‘How long since it ate?’ 

‘Not since yesterday at midday.’ 

‘Can you get to it?’ 

‘Not without going down.’ 
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Houston looked up atithe cliff above them; it shone with 
ice in the leaping ruddy light. l 
‘You can’t get to it from above,’ the boy said watching 
him. “You can’t even see it. That’s why I tied it there.’ ۱ 
But he went, without Houston telling him. 


He was away for nearly two hours. He was blue with cold 
when he returned, lips and eyebrows frosted. He had not 
been able to get to the horse. He had worked to a point 
directly above it, and had let himself down on the rope. He 
had swung near enough to shoot it, but had been afraid to 
use his pistol. From the top of the cliff he had had an excellent 
view of the surrounding country, and all about him, as far 
as he could see, camp fires had gleamed; the soldiers 6 
bivouacked in every tiny trail, and a considerable number 
seemed to be sited on the plain a few miles ahead. The horse 
had been kicking up such a din, however, and had so nearly 
bitten through its bridle, that in desperation the boy had tried 
other measures. He had collected rocks and, swinging on the 


rope in the freezing night, had tried to kill the horse that way. 


He had gone up and down on the rope for his rocks several 
times, and knew that he had caught it about the head and 
shoulders. But he had not killed it, or even quietened it. He 
was certain the horse would break free within hours. 


Houston was so numb with cold and hunger and the strain 


of waiting that he could scarcely think. 

‘Is there no other way at all of getting at it?’ 

“None, sahib. I tried.’ 

‘Couldn’t you go beyond it on the clifftop and get down 
wherever you can and go up from the track?’ ۱ 

‘Sahib, it might take all night. We haven’t got all night,’ 
the boy said. He was very frightened, his face again pointed 
and shrivelled like that of some small animal. ‘We’ve got to 
= here. پا‎ got to leave as soon as possible.’ 

ouston thought at first he was offering the mad suggesti 

that they should all climb the cliff - for 1 was alain that ee 
girl was not in a condition to climb anywhere. But Ringling 
was not suggesting that. He was half starved and half frozen, 


and shaking all over with fright; but the ۱ 
offer was more fantastic ceil ? ee he had to 
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Houston thought he had taken leave of his senses. 
‘Sahib, it’s our only hope.’ 
‘Forget it.’ 
‘Sahib, if we don’t theyll get us. The horse will give us 
away. 
‘They have to find us first.’ ۱ 
‘They don’t have to. They would starve us out. They will 


_ know we are here somewhere,’ 


“There are five of them below, you bloody young idiot!’ 

‘Tomorrow there will be five hundred!’ the boy said 
furiously. ‘Sahib, we have only this chance. Two of them are 
asleep now. The monk and one more will turn in soon. Only 
one picket will stay up. We deal with him.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘With the knife.’ 

‘Kill him?’ 

‘All of them. It’s the only thing.’ 

They looked at each other. 

Houston found that he was trembling, too. 


By midnight, two men were still awake, and it was still not 
time. Little Daughter had subsided, but she was still being 
worked upon. The medical monk had carried her out of the 
cave, and back in it, and was now outside with her again. He 
had tried arak and douches of icy water, and also the fite, 
which had been recently made up. None of these methods 
seemed to have worked and as Houston watched, the man 
took a rest. He accepted a cigarette from the picket and sat 
by the fire with him, chatting, the naked body of Little 
Daughter alongside like some scarred stranded whale, the 
mule, heavily blanketed, dozing near by. 

Distantly, against the wind, the horse was trumpeting: 
Houston heard it quite clearly, and he saw from the way the 
mule’s eats twitched, that it could hear it, too. Beside him on 
the rock, the thin body trembled continuously. Ringling was 
to be the first one down the rope, and hence the one who 
wotild take on the picket. 

They had worked out how it was to be done. They had 
worked it out in the cave. The boy had felt for Houston's 
heart under his jacket, and had traced it round to the back, 
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and had measured with his fingers the distance from the spine 
where the knife must go. For the best part of an hour they 
had scuffed softly in the darkness, rehearsing it and the 
remainder of the night’s work; for the men in the sleeping 
bags posed another kind of problem. It would be necessary 
to slit their throats; and each would have to be dispatched in 
his bag, silently and economically, before the next one was 
attended to. Writhing strongly against each other on the 
floor, they had developed a number of desperate refinements 
to facilitate this bloody and most odious operation: the gag 
made from a bundled glove; the sharp stab into the wind- 
pipe before the knife was turned in the wound and drawn 
across. They had practised so conscientiously that by now 
Houston could almost believe himself capable of it, and 
prayed only that he would be allowed to try before his resolve 
weakened. 

The monk, however, seemed in no hurry to meet his fate. 
He smoked his cigarette. He chatted with the picket. He 


` examined a boil in the picket’s ear, and told him minutely 
` what to do about it. He even got down on his knees again 


to recommence work on Little Daughter; but after flicking 
up an eyelid and shaking het chin, rose suddenly and stretched 
himself and went in the cave. 

Houston and the boy looked at each other. The monk had 
said nothing further; no good nights had been offered. Would 
he be reappearing to carry Little Daughter back into the 
cave, or to cover her up in the freezing night? 

The guard seemed just as uncertain. He got up presently 
and looked into the cave, and stamped about on the track, 
and collected more wood and flung it on the fire. The horse 
trumpeted again in the night, much mote clearly this time. 
The dozing mule came awake and tossed its head. 

The boy eased himself gently up on the rock. Houston felt 
in his pockets for the stones. The idea was for him to throw 
the stones one at a time to the other side of the track to distract 
the guard while Ringling shinned dowi» At the bottom, he 
would still be out of sight of the picket, and Houston would 
tug the rope when the man was in position. 
They waited a few minutes more, watching the cave. 
But then something happened that indicated quite certainly . 
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that the picket was not expecting the monk out again; and 
that the stones would not be needed, either. 

The man had been examining Little Daughter; and after 
another brief glimpse into the cave, seemed to have satisfied 
himself. 

It was a moment or two before Houston saw what he was 
doing; and he felt then such rage and loathing that he would: 
most willingly and with all his heart have gone down the 
rope himself. — ۱ 

But that was not in the plan. 

‘Now?’ the boy said. ۱ 

‘Yes, Houston said. “Oh, yes. Now.’ 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


I 


THERE was the barest rustle from the undergrowth as the 
boy went down. Houston stayed on one knee, ready to follow 
him and yet keeping his view of the track. Within seconds, 
he felt the faint tug in his hands, and returned it immediately, 
for the picket would never be in a better position and was 
quite distracted enough. But he stayed himself some seconds 
more, knowing he could not move as silently as the boy, and 
not daring to set up the ghost of a sound before he saw him 
at his goal. There was the faintest of movements below, a mere 
change in the quality of darkness, and the boy stepped out into 
the firelight. He held himself still for a moment, and then 
glided surely in like a cat. He came on the picket sideways, 
crooking an arm round his neck and plunging in the knife 
almost in one movement like a man scything. 

Without fear suddenly, in a kind of drunken elation, 
Houston found himself swarming down the rope. He heard, 
as he did so, a gentle cough, the smallest of shuffles, as though 
a sleeper were turning over in some other room; and as he 
came on to the track, saw that the man was indeed trying to 
turn, his legs kicking feebly, shoulders arching. The boy bore 


` down intently, and suddenly withdrew the knife and plunged 
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it swiftly in again, leaning upon it with such grave concentra- 
tion, his head turned a little to one side as he gazed at Houston 
that he was reminded fantastically of a mechanic turning © 
me hidden screw. ~ 

r The man expired like that, quite silently, with only the 
gentlest of shudders, and the boy lowered him to the body of 
Little Daughter, and pulled out his knife and wiped it on his < 
back. He was panting as he raised himself. Houston realized 
he had been holding his breath. He grasped his arm and ۱ 
pressed it. The boy nodded, no longer trembling, and inclined - 

his head towards the cave, and began to move there. 

Houston had been holding the knife in his hands for the 
best part of an hour, for the most part in utter terror, but now 
that the moment had come to use it, he felt nothing at all. He 
looked at it in utter disbelief, and his only thought was that 
he had used it last to cut his toenails and that it was too 
ludicrously familiar and domestic a little tool for the incredible 
tasks it would have to perform. 

The cave was in complete blackness. They paused, just 
inside. They had decided in the interests of safety to deal first 
with the last man in, the monk. But the cave was evidently 
so much smaller than the one above, its low roof so muffled 
and flattened the snores of the sleepers that it was impossible 
in the darkness to tell their dispositions. The boy caught 
Houston’s sleeve and moved on again, slowly; and suddenly 
stopped and drew back like a scalded cat. There was a grunt 
in the darkness, a shifting, a muttering. Houston realized he 
must have stepped on someone. 

They stood perfectly still, not breathing, waiting for the 
sleeper to subside. ‘The sleeper did not subside. He threshed 
restlessly, and coughed, and presently began to do something 
else. Houston couldn’t tell what it was, but after a second 
felt the boy’s hand withdrawn, and heard suddenly in the 
darkness a rasp and saw the cave leap horrifyingly into life as 
a flint sparked; and in the same moment, without thought, 
had thrown himself forward with the boy on to the barely- 
glimpsed figure of a man in the bag. He had an impression 

of a broad Asiatic face yawning and staring with absorption 
into a little brass lighter before the light was smothered. He 
did not see the man’s expression change (or indeed anything 
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else at all in the next extraordinary few minutes, retaining 
only the one dim visual memento of the experience like an 
imperfectly synchronized flashlight photograph). He doubted 
if the man ever saw them. 

There was a nose under his hand, and he rammed the gag 
in below it and forced the man backwards; and felt through 


- the gag the single muffled hawk as if he was being sick. But 


the boy had struck too quickly and missed the windpipe, and 
the man writhed strongly so that he had to plunge again and 
again, forgetting the lessons they had learned, and hissing 
himself at the horrifying work; and as he did so another voice 
murmured in the darkness, someone else waking, and the boy 
shook him frantically with his other hand, and Houston found 


. a glove in it, and took it and went mindlessly to deal with the 


next one himself. 

He thought he had placed the murmur in the ‘darkness, 
and was not wrong, for just as he leaned over the man spoke 
to him. He spoke directly into his face. Houston was driven 
so much into a panic by this simple but unexpected occurrence 
that he almost fell over backwards, but he held himself for a 
moment with the glove poised, and just as he spoke again 
rimmed it down hard, and with horror felt the whole glove ` 
go into the open mouth and his knuckles with it, and stabbed 
with the knife. 

The man leapt under the knife, his chest straining up out 
of the bag. Houston got his knee on it, and pressed with all 
his strength, and heard presently the muffled hawking and 
was almost sick himself. He thought the little blade was too 
short to complete the job, and tried to draw it out to stab 
harder, but blood had begun to run incredibly, and the knife 
was no longer in his hand. He searched frantically for it, and 
found it still there as the man thrummed below him, stuck in 
the throat, and grasped desperately, and found he had grasped 
a handful of what felt like hot raw liver, and in a paroxysm 
of horror got his fingers among it to feel the thin metal handle 
and sawed there and back to free it and felt the blade cutting 


‘as though through hosepipe. 


He did not need to stab again when he got it out; and 
indeed could not for the life of him have done so. He kneeled 
on the chest for some moments longer, feeling cold sweat 
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trickling over his eyebrows and down his face, so sickeningly 


nauseated that he hadn’t the strength to stand. His hands | 


were running with blood. The crumpled glove was soaked 
with blood. He hadn’t in his darkest horrors expected so much 
blood. He had expected to be afraid, and he was not afraid. 
And he had expected a quick economical death; and it was 


not that, either. He had an impression of having fumbled - 


inside a bag of blood and soft organs to sever tough cords; 
„nd it was the idea of the bag still spilling out over his hands 
and knees that, more than the boy’s sudden gasped impreca- 
tions, brought him staggering to his feet in the darkness. — 

He knew then that the noise had been going on for a little 
while, and he lurched towards it, horribly afraid that he had 
already started to be sick. There was a sweet-sour stench of a 
butchet’s shop as he moved, and he knew he was carrying it 
on his hands and couldn’t bear to close them; and he realized 
with a certain refinement of horror that he was still carrying 
the glove also, holding it with a tea-table delicacy by one 
finger. ۱ 

Bodies blundeted against him in the darkness, and he 
couldn’t tell which was which. 3 

‘Sahib, sahib, his head! Get his head!’ 

He clutched in the darkness and found a fur cap and knew 
the boy did not have one, and at once, vomiting over it, got 
both hands round underneath it. He found his wrist gripped 
suddenly in a pair of teeth, very hard, like a dog clamping on 
a bone. But he managed with the other hand to squelch down 
with the soggy glove, rubbing it blindly over nose and mouth 
and dragging backwards so hard that he tumbled underneath 
himself, the man’s head on top of him. He held the head 
straining there for a second, and felt the sudden leap as the 
knife went in, and presently, under the oozing glove, the 
now-familiar hawk. The struggle continued for some seconds 
more, the man strong as an ox and fighting to twist away from 


the blade, and as he did so Houston released his wrist and. 


pulled the head more cleanly backwards to present a better 


target for the knife, and felt it tugged this way and that as the 
boy worked the blade. 


He had to get out from under the new-bleeding neck, and 
did so, vomiting painfully. ۱ 
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The boy was gasping beside him in the darkness “Sahib, 
sahib, don’t be sick now... . There isone man more... . Help 
me, sahib.’ 

He was somehow on his knees again, and the glove was 
somehow in his hand again, and he levered himself up, hearing 
the boy fumbling for the one man more. He did not have to 
fumble long, for the man spoke suddenly in the darkness. It 
was the monk,’ who should have been first and was now last, 
and he spoke crisply — quite without fear, academically almost. 

‘Trulku? Do you hear me, żrulku? You know it is not time 
for me to die? You know there is work before me?’ 

Houston did not speak, and nor did the boy, merely turning 
in the direction of the sound. The monk seemed to be sitting 
up in his bag, hands outstretched. 

‘Trulku, do not permit yourself to fall into error. It would 
be wrong. It would be a sin. You would lose merit. Tru/ku, 
allow me to embrace you. ...’ 

Houston allowed the monk to embrace him, and felt for 
his face and automatically slapped on the glove and the man 
went backwards, still embracing him, his face wriggling this 
way and that under the disgusting gag: The boy’s hand moved 
Houston to one side, and felt for the throat, and leaned 
wearily upon it. The knife slipped slowly in. The hawking 
went on longer than before, the boy not having the energy to 
make the cut across but merely turning the knife two or three 
times before pulling it out. 

The monk did not struggle as the soldiers had struggled, but 
he took longer to die. They sat and heard him. 

Houston was aware that the boy’s hissing had not stopped. 

‘What is it?’ 

‘Sahib, I’m hurt. Get a light.’ 

‘Where is the light?’ 

‘Bring wood from the fire.’ 

He collected himself up off the floor. He seemed to be doing 
it for some time. He was reeling in darkness. He was at the 
cave-mouth; and leaning against it and drawing in great 
draughts of the moving night air. He thought his eyes were 
playing him tricks. In the light of the fire, the dead picket 
seemed to be moving on the body of Little Daughter. He 
blundered past the man; but as he turned again with a flaring 
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` branch, saw that the picket was indeed moving, and watched 


him with horrified Ue aie But the movement had come 
not from the picket but Trom Little Daughter; she was twisting 

the corpse, groaning again. aE 
ulane deal with this. He couldn't cope with it. He 
reeled back into the cave with the flaring torch and stood 
swaying with it over the boy, staring at the new complica- 
tion. a 

The boy had a bayonet in his shoulder. It went in at one 
side and out at the other. He was sitting holding the shoulder 
and the bayonet, hissing. They gazed at each other dully. 

‘Sahib, what can be done?’ . 

‘I don’t know.’ ; 

‘Oh, sahib, what is for the best?’ 

He noticed suddenly that the boy was crying. 

‘Tt will have to come out.’ 

‘Yes, out, out. Sahib, you do it. Take it out. I can’t.’ 

There had been so much to cope with during this endlessly 
horrible night that Houston had given up thinking. He merely ۰ 
handed the boy the branch, put one fist on the shoulder and 
the other round the bayonet and pulled. He noticed while he 
was doing it that the light suddenly flared, and tutning his 
head saw that the monk’s bedding was on fire. The boy had 
passed out. He had dropped the branch. ۱ 

Houston continued pulling out the bayonet. He dragged 
the boy out of the cave. He went back in, and put the fire out. 
He looked about him with the burning branch, and found a 
knapsack, and emptied it, and picked out a first-aid kit. There 
was a tin of field dressings, some tubes of ointment, a plastic 
envelope of powder. He could not read the Chinese lettering, 
but he opened the envelope and sniffed and thought it was 
sulphonamide. He went outside again. He bared the boy’s 
shoulder and wiped away the blood and poured the powder 
on. Bandages. He had forgotten bandages. He went back in 
the cave again at a shambling’ trot and sorted through the 
knapsack. No bandages. Something else instead of bandages. 
He held up the branch and saw the four dead men grinning at 
him as they presented their torn throats for inspection, and 


without thinking, at once began to pull the monk out of his 


bag. He stripped his robe off and took it out and tore it and 
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began binding the boy. The boy opened his eyes and watched 
him. 
‘How does it feel?’ ۳ 

‘Thank you. Thank you, sahib.’ 

‘Little Daughter is alive,’ he said. eat 
‘There is a man on Little Daughter, sahib. Take him off.’ 
He took the man off. 

‘The Mother shouldn’t see Little Daughter with a man on 





F her.’ 
‘All right, he’s off now.’ 
{ ‘Help me, sahib.’ 


` . “What do you want?’ 
‘We need the horse. We must have it.’ 
t . “All right, PU get it? 
| ‘Pll take it food. Give me the mule’s food, sahib. There’s 
۱ 1 a sack of it in there. PI go with the mule. We haven't got very 
۱۰ long: 
He got the food and put the boy on the mule. He didn’t 
` ` like the look of him. There was something wrong with his 
face. He had not quite answered any of his questions. It was 
| almost as if he had not heard them. He seemed to be just 
| holding himself in. 
1 ‘Collect all the food, sahib; and the sleeping bags. Get it all 
together. And the Mother, and the bales.’ 

‘Are you all right?’ 

‘And the medical supplies, whatever they have. Don't waste 
time, sahib. We’ll move right away.’ 

He knew he shouldn’t let him go, but there was so much in 
this nightmare for him still to cope with that he did let him. 
He watched the slumped figure bob-bobbing along the track, 
and turned and went back up the rope to the cave. He let the 
abbess down, and one of the bales after her, and waited for 
her to untie it so that he could lower the other one. She 
didn’t untie it, and he saw presently why. She was sitting by 
the camp fire cradling Little Daughter in her arms. He didn’t 
disturb her, and she remained like that, silently cradling and 
| kissing the large pallid face. Little Daughter must have died 
| then, for when the boy came back she merely laid her down 

and passed a hand over her face, murmuring a prayer. $ 
There was no time for dismemberment, but she would not 
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leave without making the few obligatory mutilations; so 
Houston gave her his knife and turned his head while she 
made them, for he thotight he had seen enough of mutilation 
for one night. 

"They left immediately after. 


All this was on the night of 2/3 ae 3 was eight 
s after the party had left Yamdring, ana two since 
ae had ۴ ند‎ the cliff with the girl. He didn’t 
know what had happened to the other members of the party, 
and was so dazed by his privations that he didn’t care. 
Something else happened before they left the camp. The 
girl left Houston’s knife on the ground. It was the silver one 
with his name on it that he had carried since the age of 14. 
He forgot to ask her for it back, and it thus remained beside 
the body of Little Daughter until the Chinese found it when 
they brought up the mules. It was an oversight that Houston 
was later to pay for very dearly. 


2 


They kept going all night, the girl on the horse, the boy on 
the mule, Houston on his two flat feet. His sores came alive 
as he walked, and he greeted them like old friends, for they 
seemed to provide his only contact with reality. He could 
not believe that he had gone through the fantastic incidents 
in the cave. Somebody else seemed to have gone through 
them. He seemed to have been watching this other person, and 
he seemed to be still watching him, from a pace or two ahead, 
looking back and observing the flat-footed figure approaching 
him with the horse and the mule and the two sleeping riders. 
There was a connexion between him.and this dogged person, 
and he worked soberly to preserve it, checking off the regular 
ae that passed between them from thighs and neck and 
ankles. 


The boy sat up suddenly after a couple of hours as if some 
internal alarm clock had gone off. 

“What time is it, sahib?’ 

“Three o’clock.’ 
. “We're still on the track?’ 
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Yes.’ 

‘Stop now, sahib. Stop.’ 

“What is it?’ 

‘Help me down. We must muffle the hooves. We are coming 
to the nomad camp. The soldiers are there.’ 

He helped the boy down, and they muffled the hooves with 
strips torn from their clothing, and he helped him up again 
and trudged on. 0 

What followed struck Houston in later years as in a way 
even less believable than the incidents in the cave, and indeed 
he often wondered if it had really happened, or if he had not 
himself fallen asleep as he walked and merely dreamed it. 

The nomads were camped on an area the size of Salisbury 
Plain. They were camped with their tents and their cattle in 
a seties of low-walled enclosures like sheep-pens; and the 
soldiers were camped with them. For miles on every side, 
the camp fires gleamed; the plain seemed to be populated as 
far as he could see. It was encircled entirely by mountains; 
a vast amphitheatre that shone in the light of the moon like 
some enormous stage set. Houston thought that he could see 


every detail of it as plainly as if it had been day: the clusters 


of tents, the pickets at their fires, cattle stirring behind walls, 
and even, standing by themselves, the two helicopters, like 
giant spiders upon the plain. 

It seemed to Houston that he simply walked through the 
middle of this encampment. He had had an idea earlier that 
nothing could ever frighten him again; but he knew then it 
was wrong, for as he walked between the enclosures his hair 
stood on end. He had the fantastic. notion that some spell 
had been cast on the men and animals who seemed to peer 
at them from both sides; that they had all of them petrified 
in the moonlight; or that he himself with his companions had 
been rendered invisible. He turned to see if the boy was awate 
of it, too, and saw, incredibly, that he was asleep again; and 
that the abbess was asleep, and that the horse and the mule 
seemed to be asleep also; and could not be sure in the drugging 
moonlight that he was not himself fast asleep. 

Nobody checked them. No dog came to investigate. Like 
ghosts they passed silently through the camp, and by half 
past five had reached the mountains at the other side: The 
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moon was still out. Houston kept on. The moon went half 
an hour later, but he still kept on; for he knew that if he 
stopped he would simply fall down. He had lost contact with 
his sores: He seemed to have lost contact with everything. 
There seemed to be no reason why he should not keep on in 
this way for ever. oe : 

He was aware that the boy was awake again. 

‘What time, sahib?’ 

‘I can’t see.’ 

“The moon has gone. How long since we left the plain?’ 

Houston didn’t answer at all this time; for as he had feared, 
once stopped all his strength had gone. He found himself in- 
explicably grasping the horse’s leg, and having to reach up to 
do so. - ۱ 
‘Sahib, sahib, hold on. Don’t sleep yet, sahib. I can’t carry 
you.’ 

The boy was beside him, and he was smiling up into his 
face, telling him that he was far from being asleep, very far; 
and then he was asleep, and: knew that he was, and tried to 
stop it buzzing for a moment to hear what the boy was say- 
ing. Something about his legs; that he should do something 
with his legs. But he couldn’t find the legs, they had gone 
now, left him, positively would not be found; and he had to 
give up trying, had to open to the imperative buzzing, and 
he opened, and the buzz flew in, and sat upon his ear, and it 
buzzed. 


It was day when he awoke. It was half past three. He 
looked at his watch and wound it. The abbess was there. The 
boy was there. The mule and the horse were there. All present. 
He tried to stir himself to get up, but could not stir himself. 
He was not sleepy; merely full of an immense lassitude. He 
looked about him and saw it was not a cave, but a big ovet- 
hang; the first place the boy must have found. It was a 
dangerous place. It was too dangerous a place for them to 
stay. He fell asleep thinking how dangerous it was. 


They stayed another day in this dangerous place. Neither 
the boy for the horse would wake on the first. Houston tried, 
and couldn’t wake them. He opened the boy’s bandages and 


256 





found the wound soft and yellow. He poured on another 
powder. That left two, for the soldiers had had four between 
them. They had also had a brick of tea and one of butter, a 
little sack of tsampa and another of rice, eighteen tablets ۶ - 
meat extract and four small wads of dried strip-meat. 

Houston and the girl ate in the evening. 

Later they slept again. 


Ringling woke the second day, but the horse still slept. It 
slept lying down with its eyes closed. Houston tried kicking it 
for a few minutes. : 

‘It’s no good, sahib. The horse is sick.’ 

‘What’s to be done?’ 

‘“There’s only one thing to be done,’ the boy said in English, 


looking at the abbess. 


‘Can you walk?’ 

‘I can walk. We could use the meat, sahib.’ 

‘All right,’ Houston said. 

The boy killed the horse in the late afternoon while the 
abbess slept, and skinned. it, and bound the meat under the 
lashings of the bales. ۱ 

They left as soon as it was dark. 


‘Chao-li, the boy is in pain. He must have walked two 
hours. If he wishes, I will walk.’ 

‘Are you in pain?’ Houston said. 

‘No, sahib, no,’ the boy said. He was hobbling stiffly on 
the icy path, holding his shoulder. ‘With thanks to the 
Mother,’ he said. He had not once looked at her, or addressed 
her directly. 

‘Does he know where we are?’ 

‘Do you know where we are?” 

‘Ahead there is a place of wind devils.’ 

‘Must he disturb the wind devils?’ 

‘Is it necessary?’ Houston said. He was tiring of his role 
as intermediary; but he knew it would be more tiring still to 
ignore it, for neither of them would speak to the other, except 
through him. 

“There is a hermit hole there,’ the boy said. ‘We could 
rest in the hole, sahib.’ 3 
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‘Is the hermit known to us?’ 

‘Do we know him?’ ۱ 

‘The holy hermit is dead. He died two years ago. Ten of 
us were sent for from the nearest caravan to سب‎ his 
funeral. The abbot himself directed the holy hermit s spirit. 

‘Yes, I remember,’ the girl said. “I blessed that hermit. It 
is not wise, Chao-li, to disturb the spirit of the hermit, or the 
wind devils.’ 

‘It isn’t wise, Houston said. 

‘Sahib, it lies in our path. No one would dare go there. 
From there it is only six hours to the pass into Chumbi. The 
pass will soon be blocked, sahib. We must get there quickly.’ 
‘Is there no other way he knows, Chao-li?’ 

‘What other route?’ Houston said. 

‘Sahib, if we leave this track we must go over mountains. 
I don’t know if we could do it. I don’t know how long it 
would take. The place of wind devils is the wisest choice.’ 

‘T must see the place,’ the girl said. ۱ 


It took several houts to reach. The track narrowed gradually, 
and suddenly narrowed still further, so that it was barely a 
track at all but rather a cleft in the mountains. The wind blew 
through it at their backs with extraordinary force like some 
pillow-covered engine shunting them along. It blew steadily, 
without gusts, in a single high-pitched note, peculiarly wearing 
on the nerves, and Houston, stumbling along in single file in 
utter blackness could well see how it might be taken for the 
malevolent voice of some devil. 

He was quite unprepared, however, for the place of devils 
itself. The cleft had narrowed so sharply that, to enable the 
bales, which had jammed against the sides, to be swung round 
on top of the mule, the abbess had to dismount. She went 
ahead. A few minutes later they stopped again. The trail had 
stopped. It had come out to a little clearing, a depression, a 
mere space of bare rock and ice with a pillar of stones in the 
centre. The moon could penetrate here, and Houston was 
glad of it, for if he had not been able with his own eyes to 
see, he would have thought it full of wild animals. There was 
a fantastic roating, a yowling, a moaning; the winds rushing 
and meeting from similar clefts in the surrounding rock. He 
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thought he could distinguish with clarity the distinctive notes 
of a dozen mature cats in the row. 

He could see the girl mouthing towards him, but her words 
were lost in the wind. There was no way round the mule or 
over it; he crawled on his hands and knees beneath. 

‘What is it?’ 

*Chao-li, the devils are angry!’ 

‘Sahib, they are always angry.’ 

‘Does he know where is the hole?’ 

‘It is below the chorten, sahib — the pile of stones in the 
centre. The holy hermit’s bones are in the chorten. The floor 
lifts up and there are steps down.’ 

‘Has he ever heard the devils so angry?’ 

‘Sahib, I have heard them only once. They were just as 
angry. See, they are not angry with the holy hermit. Not a 
stone has fallen.’ 

“The hermit has made his peace with them, Chao-li.’ 

‘Only because the Mother allows, sahib. The holy hermit 
lived here fifty years, and the Mother protected him from all 
harm. She can protect us also.’ 

‘All right, Houston said. He wished she would set about 
it. The tearing cold and the unearthly row had combined 
suddenly to reduce him again to a state of utter exhaustion. 

The girl looked at him and turned away and walked out 
from the cleft. She was knocked down at once. Houston made 
to assist her, but was held back by the boy. She picked herself 
up, and was again knocked down, but raised herself in a 
doubled-over position, and went on. It could not have been 
more than fifty yards to the chorten, but it took her the best 


' part of a minute to get to it, the wind hurling her this way and 
. that, once spinning her round entirely. A few feet before the 


chorten, she stood suddenly upright, and Houston heard the 
boy gasping in his ear, but whether with pain or with astonish- 
ment at this manifestation of power over the wind, he could 
not tell. He had already calculated that since the pillar of 
stones was standing upright it must lie out of the wind; per- 
haps in the very eye of the turmoil. And such indeed proved 
to be the case, for when the abbess had bowed to the chorten 
and embraced it with her arms, she turned and beckoned to 
them, and after some bruising and suffocating seconds in the 
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wind, Houston found that he too could stand upright. For a 
radius of some six feet around the chorten, the air was quite 


still; a dead freezing calm. 
A large slab formed the doorway. The boy lowered it, and 
the abbess went in. A few moments later, they followed her. 


3 
The hermit hole of Bukhri-bo - such was the name of this 


abominable spot — was hewn out of solid rock, some ten feet ` 


below the ground. Its narrow approach passage led to a 
single large chamber, twenty feet by ten. The hermit’s posses- 
sions had not been touched; they consisted of three wooden 
bowls, a small sack of tsampa, a lamp, and a kruse of cheap 
mustard oil to burn in it. The hermit had not used a blanket 
or a bed. He had not used the sunken fireplace, either, for 
there were no ashes in it. He had kept a calendar on the 
wall with a writing brush; it had stopped on the eighth day 
of the fourth month of Earth Mouse, two summers previously. 
The boy said he had been dead four months when found. The 
chamber smelt like it. 
They heated snow over the reeking mustard oil lamp and 
made tea. They slept in their bags on the floor. The mule slept 
with them. 


They left as soon as it was dark, and, as the boy had 
promised, took six hours to reach the pass. They turned round 
when they got there and came back again right away. The 
Chinese were camped on the pass. 


The boy slept heavily for a day and a half on their return, 
and Houston let him. He had no more powders to put on the 


wound, and it was looking no better. The shoulder had puffed 
up like a football. He had sweated as he slept. 


‘Sahib,’ the boy said when he awoke. “I must go back to 
the pass. I will go alone, by day. It will be quicker.’ 
What do you want to do?’ 


“The pass will soon be blocked. W ; 
the Chinese will stay.’ e must know how long 


‘How can you find that out?’ 
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‘They had porters with them. There must be a village 
near by. I will ask in the village.’ 
` ©What’s the alternative if the pass does become blocked?’ 

‘We must go over the mountains and find another.’ 

‘I see, Houston said. It was quite obvious to him that the 
boy would not be climbing any mountains for a long time. 
But he didn’t see how he could tell him this; and he didn’t 
see therefore how he could stop him from going. 


He went out himself while the boy was away, to find wood. 
The boy had taken the only knife and he couldn’t break 


. the leathery branches that he found. He broke off little twigs 


and spent exhausting hours chasing them in the wind. 
But he filled a couple of knapsacks, and they had a fire that 
night. 

The boy had not returned by morning, and Houston went 
to look for him. It was a couple of hours before he found 
him. He was simply sitting on the track. He had his back to 
the wind, and his face was screwed up with strain. 

‘Ate you all right?’ 

‘All right, sahib, all right.’ 

‘What the hell are you sitting here for?’ 

‘Having a rest, sahib. Just a short rest.’ 

‘Does your arm hurt?’ 

‘Yes, it hurts.’ ۱ 

This was the first time the boy had ever so much as admitted 


that his arm gave him the slightest irritation. 


He didn’t question him till he had eaten, and then he got 
off his bandages and had a look at the wound while listening 
to the story. It was not a very satisfactory story. The boy had 
found the village. He had found that the villagers were by 
no means opposed to the Chinese. The Chinese had brought 
them wrist-watches and clothes. They had hired their men at 
the highest rates. And they had promised that they would 
not be carrying burdens over the pass but merely going to 
and fro to the village for stores as required. 

‘Do they know what it’s in aid ۳ . 

‘They know, sahib. They ate bad people. The snow is late 
and it will be a hard winter for them. They hope the Chinese 
will stay a long time.’ 
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‘When do they expect the snow?’ 

‘Not for ten days at least.’ 

‘And how long are the men hired for?’ 

‘By the day, sahib. As long as necessary.’ 

‘Not so good, eh?’ 

‘Not so good, sahib.’ ۱ 

The wound was not so good, either. It was yellow, and the 
tight swollen flesh around it was yellow. He couldn't tell if 
the dye had come off the. monk’s robe. The robe had not been 
very clean to begin with. He threw the bandage on the ashes 
and cleaned the wound with hot water. The boy sat hissing, 
his face tight and grey. 

‘Mei-Hua, do you know how to heal a wound? Do you 
know about herbs, leaves, anything of that sort?’ ۱ 

‘No, Chao-li. It is not my function.’ ۱ 

Sahib — if the Mother would permit,’ the boy ‘said in 
English. ‘A piece of her robe — if she would bless a small piece. 
I don’t know if it is possible for her.’ 

The girl didn’t know, either. She considered the request, 
troubled. ۱ 

‘Mei-Hua, the boy is in pain.’ ۱ 

‘Alas, Chao-li, it must be written for him.’ 

‘Mei-Hua, it is a small thing that he asks. Give him the 
piece of robe.’ 

‘Chao-li, it is a big thing.’ 

But she snipped off a piece and blessed it. Houston thought 


the boy’s face cleared a bit as he bound him with this sanctified 


bandage. 


They stayed in the hole for a week, voyaging out only to 
collect wood. It seemed to Houston that the boy grew more 
tottery every day. He seemed to cover the distance from the 
chorten to the track practically on his face, and he would no 
longer let Houston look at his wound. He bathed it secretively 
by himself in a corner of the chamber. 

On the eighth day, he thought there were intimations of 
snow in the air. 

“We better leave tonight, sahib. It’s our last chance.” 

Houston saw that his face was puffy and flushed and sus- 
pected that he was running a fever; but he made no inquiries 
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for he knew the boy resented them; and as he had said, it 
was the last chance. ۱ 

With the boy he had been eating his way through the horse, 
to leave the tea and. tsampa for the abbess, who would not 
touch the meat. They had a large meal, and rested again after 
it. Towards midnight, they got going. 

Houston hoped he had seen the last of Bukhri-bo. It struck | 
him then — as it was to strike him years later — as the vilest place 
on God’s earth. | | 


The snow began long before they got to the pass. It was 
early bitter snow like little sharp flints and it drove hard in 
their faces. They bent their heads, and it seemed to come 
up from the track. They turned their heads, and it whipped 
them in passing. There was no protection from it. The wind 
was so incredibly cold that it was simply not possible to face 
it for longer than minutes at a time. The abbess dismounted 
and they turned the mule broadside in the track and rested, 
gasping, behind it. Houston saw that the boy was scarcely 
able to stand. 

He said, ‘Ringling, we can’t do it. We'll have to try again.’ ° 

‘Sahib, no. It will stop. You'll see it will stop. It will be ` 
easier on the pass.’ be 

Whether it was or not, they had no opportunity to learn. 
For it was iron grey dawn when they came to the pass, and 
it needed only one look to see that they would not be going 


. through it. The Chinese were still there. 


The abbess slept on the way back. l 

‘Sahib,’ the boy said, ‘if the Mother should ask for a river, 
there is one before the village.’ 

‘All right.’ 

‘It is frozen and no one will be there. The water moves 
below the ice, sahib. It moves into the Tsangpo.’ 

‘Why should she want a river?’ 

‘If she does, sahib. Remember.’ 


4 


Houston had not as then begun to keep a calendar, but by 
later calculation he made it 17 November when they 
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had taken the last abortive trip to the pass, and the 27th 
when he and Ringling had gone back to the nomad encamp- 
ment to buy curdled milk and garlic. The boy . had been 
delitious for a couple of days, and in his delitium he had 
raved for the curdled milk and the garlic — specifics which 
had cured him of many a childish ailment, and which alone 
would enable him to take them over the mountains. He was 
still hankering for them when he came to. 7 

Because their food supplies were dwindling, and this would 
be an opportunity to renew them, Houston humoured him. 
He dragged him on his back across the place of wind devils 
and sat him on the mule, and they went. 

Tt had been snowing: hard for days, and the boy was sure 
the Chinese would no longer be billeted with the nomads. 
Hoitston went cautiously ahead to see. 

He found that the Chinese had gone, and a considerable 
number of the nomads with them. A considerable numbet still 
remained. : 

He gave the boy what money they had managed to retain 
through their adventures — a sum of three hundred rupees in 
‘small notes — and helped him off the mule to transact the 
business. بت‎ 

They ran right away into unforeseen difficulty. The nomads 
would not take the money. The Chinese had told them it was 
worthless and would shortly be replaced by the yuan. They 
were prepated only to barter. 

What would they accept as barter? 

They would accept the mule. 

The boy had by this time got his hands on the curdled 
milk and the garlic, and he agreed. Houston took him angrily 
on one side. 

‘What the hell is the point of getting rid of the mule? We 
need the mule. How can we move without it?’ 

‘Sahib, how can we move if I am ill? The mule eats. It 
eats all day. What good is a mule that eats and has no work 
to do?’ 

His face was more flushed than ever, his eyes glittering, his 
voice far too loud. 

‘All right,’ Houston said. 


For the mule they got garlic, curdled milk, tsampa, dried 
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meat, mustard oil, needle and thread, and four animal traps. 
They were offered also either a skinful of chang or a sled to 
drags the goods away with. Houston gave the boy no oppor- 
tunity of deciding on this point. He began piling the goods 
in the sled. 

The boy rode the latter part of the journey on the sled, and 
he ate garlic as he rode. He ate more when he got back, and 
he boiled up a head of it in curdled milk for his dinner. He 
crushed garlic in one of the holy hermit’s bowls, and soaked 
his bandage in a solution of it. He stuffed as many cloves as he 
could into the wound. He was chewing garlic when he turned 
in and he was awake and still chewing when Houston turned 
out. 

There were forty heads of garlic. The boy got through 
them in a week. 1 

‘Just wait, sahib,’ he said. ‘The garlic will work. We will 
be away soon.’ 

And indeed the garlic worked wonders. It cleared his fever. 
It reduced the watery yellow swellings. He had energy to 
move. Every day he accompanied Houston out of the hole to 
collect wood. He showed him how to set the traps, and how 
to skin their catch - two rat-hares and a fox, which they ate 
immediately to save the dried meat. But he tired quickly, and 
had to be carried back on the sled. 

‘Just wait, sahib. Next week.’ 

Alas, the next week, which was the second one of Decem- 
ber, the weather deteriorated into savage blizzards, which 
kept them in the hole, and the boy deteriorated with it. The 
dush came back to his face. The arm swelled up. The pain 
became unbearable. ۱ 

Houston woke one night to hear screaming, and swiftly lit 
the lamp, and saw it was the abbess. The boy was threshing 
silently on the floor. He was stabbing at his shoulder with 
the ۰ j 

Houston tore his bag getting out of it. 

‘Here, give me that, give me it!” 

‘Sahib, it’s killing me! I can’t stand it!” 

‘Come here, come here, stay still.’ 

‘Sahib, stop it, oh, stop it! Take it away, sahib. Get it away 
from me.’ 
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Houston took the, knife and got him on his back and sat on 
the writhing chest and looked at the wound. ۱ 

‘Sahib, only stop it! Do anything! Cut it off. 1 can’t stand it 

any more, sahib. ۱ ید‎ 

‘All right. Let’s wash it first. Let’s see what we've got. - 

What they had got was something that all the garlic and 
all the curdled milk in the world would not cure. From 
shoulder to wrist, the arm was a puffy yellow mass. It spread 
under the armpit and over the shoulder. Blood and pus had 
streamed from the place where the boy had stabbed. 

Houston’s stomach turned over, and his heart failed him. 
For he saw that what the boy in his agony had prescribed 
was indeed the only remedy. The arm would have to come 
off. In a frenzy, because he could not stand the agonized 
bellowing, and because he knew he must stop it, he hit the 
boy hard on the head with a boot, and knocked him mercifully 
out, and held his own sweating head in his hands and thought 
what to do. 

“The boy will die,’ the girl said. 

‘No!’ 

‘He will die, Chao-li. It is written for him.’ 

‘Nothing is written!’ Houston said savagely. ‘PI save him. 
PI cut the arm off.’ 

But he didn’t cut the arm off, and he -didn’t save him. 
Ringling died, as near as Houston could judge, on the 19th 
December — which was the date he gave his mother — and his 
death brought peace to them all, for he had bellowed con- 
tinuously for three days. 

Houston wept for him as he had not wept for his own 
brother. The girl remained composed. 

‘The boy was not a native of Tibet, Chao-li>’ 

“No, he came from Kalimpong, in India.’ 

‘Then we will need a river,’ she said. 


Houston found the river, and as the boy had said, it was 
frozen and no one was there. He cut a small hole in the 


ones the boy’s knife, and dragged the stiff body off the 
sled. 


The girl crouched beside it, shivering in the bitter wind. 
Where does the river flow, Chao-li?’ 
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‘Into the Tsangpo.’ 

‘Very good. It will carry him home.’ 

She snipped a lock of the boy’s hair, and murmured over 
it, and dropped it into the ice hole. Then she bent over the 
body and made two small incisions, above the eyes, and 
murmured again. 

Houston remained looking into the ice hole. The hair was 
still there in the slow-moving water. It went just as the girl 
rose beside him. 

‘Is that all?’ 

‘Yes. His spirit is now released. If it loses the way, the 
river will lead it home. For an outlander, it is very simple.’ 

‘Yes, Houston said. It had been very simple the first time, 
in the little stream, in the little wood, between Sikkim and 
India; a few drops of water, a posy of flowers. 

‘Good-bye, he said into the hole. ` 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


I 


Tey left the boy on the ice. They left him naked to preclude 
the possibility of identification. They returned bleakly to the 
cave, and did not speak on the way. They turned in as soon as 
they had eaten. 

The next day, Houston became very busy. 

He slit two of the sleeping bags and sewed them together. 
He went out and began very methodically his immense 
collection of wood. He drew up his calendar on the wall with 
a bit of burnt stick. 

In the week before the boy had died they had agreed upon 
a rough plan. The plan was to stay in the hole for the winter 
and to make a quick dash for the pass as soon as the thaw 
set in. In this part of the country it set in very rapidly in the 
middle of April. In the space of three or four days the blizzards 
stopped and the sun shone. Unless the Chinese had left a 
party in the village — and it would be necessary to check on 
this — they could have as much as three days’ start on any 
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troops sent to cut them off. In three days they could be well 
into the Chumbi valley. 

Houston drew out his calendar from December to May, 
and made a ring round 1 April when he thought he 
would make a reconnaissance of the village, and another 
round the 8th, for a final one. ۱ 

The long-range planning struck him as utterly fantastic. 
The thought of April, in December, seemed to him as remote 
as the next century. But he clung to it doggedly, for there 
was nothing else to cling to. He even worked out for himself 
some refinements. The emeralds were heavy — the eight bags 
weighing each something like thirty pounds. With no one to 
help him, he thought he had better ferry them up to the pass 
a bit at a time. He thought he might make one trip on 
8 April — when he would be going for his second look at the 
village — and another on the roth. The rest could go with 
them when they left. 


There were seventeen weeks from the end of December to 
the middle of April. Houston set himself to regulate them by 
a strict routine. They rose at seven, as they had done in the 
monastery, and washed and ate, and then while the girl, after 
setting their home to rights, embarked upon the ritual of 
prayer and mental exercise that had always made up her day, 
Houston went out on his wood-collecting and trap-setting 
labours. . 

He went out whatever the weather, and the weather in 
January was the most abominable he had ever encountered. 


. The snow came continuously, and horizontally, and at tre- 


mendous velocity, driven by iron hard winds. He stood for a 
moment in the strange icy chillness beside the chorten and 
listened to the unbelievable howling, and took a deep breath 
before heading out into it. 

He took the sled with him and collected his wood methodic- 
ally, covering a different area every day and making a complete 
tour over a tadius of some ten or twelve miles from the hermit 
hole every week. The traps provided at first almost nothing, 
but after a week or two he took to baiting them with what 


was left of the horse, and was soon picking up his dinner at 
least twice a week. 
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In the third week of January, when the weather grew 
suddenly worse, he found two rat-hares in the one trap; they 
had evidently gone for the same bit of food simultaneously. 
He took out the animals and rebaited the trap and moved on, 
and had no sooner turned his back than he heard the jaws go 
again. He looked round. Another rat-hare was in the trap. 

Deducing that the worsening weather was bringing them 
down from the heights and that his remaining traps might be 
working just as hard, he gave up collecting wood (for a large 
pile was already drying in the hermit hole) and went straight 
away to inspect them. He was not disappointed. 

For the following four days, in the vilest of blizzards, 
Houston went smiling from one trap to another. Some of the 
traps were buried deep in snow; but his little prey had smelt 
out the food, and-they were waiting for him. He returned blue 
at the nose and chilled to.the marrow; but by the end of five 
days he had returned with twenty-eight meat dinners. 

Houston regarded this period, which was from the third 
week of January to the end of February, as one of the most 
rewarding of his life. The routine very quickly developed 
into a most regular and pleasing pattern. He would leave 
sharp on half past seven, punctual as some clerk going up to 
the city. He would climb the steps into the chorten, and pick 
up his sled, and nod familiarly to the bones of the holy hermit, 


and go out into it. The more horrible the weather, the greater — 


his feeling of virtue. In all the seventeen weeks he did not 

come face to face with another soul; and for the first five of 

them was never happier. ۱ 

He looked forwatd with the keenest relish to the evening. 

For it was dark when he left, and it would be dark again 

when he returned, hungry, half-frozen, with just energy 
enough to lug his tight-lashed haul actoss the place of wind 
devils. Smoke would be filtering out of the chorten, and the 
first breath of it would hit him as he removed the entrance 
stone. He would park the sled and clamber down in his bulky 
clothing ~ clamber down like Santa Claus descending a 
chimney, the warm scented air rushing deliriously up his 
body; and then it would all be there, waiting for him - a 
magnificent bombshell of light and heat, a treasure box of 
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The cave was hot — gloriously, bakingly hot after the un- 
remitting horrors of the frozen world above. The girl wore a 
light robe in it all day. Houston would strip, down to his 
singlet and trousers, and wash and eat, and then the evening 

ote him. 1 i 
ma her draughts, with bits of black and white stick, 
and noughts and crosses, and he drew pictures for her. On one 
wall he made a mural of Yamdring and on another of Bond 
Street. He drew for her also Trafalgar Square, and Fitz- 
maurice Mansions, and the living-room of number 62a (and 
at this period, too, on the back of her robe,-the thirty sketches 
of her now in the Kastnerbank of Zürich). He told her about 
television and cinema and. underground trains and ocean 
liners; and he tried to explain the basic political ideas of 
Western Europe. The political ideas bored her. But she was 
keen enough on religious ones, eagerly — sometimes scornfully 
- anticipating the theory underlying certain of the beliefs. 

The instruction was not all on one side. For she explained 
to Houston many details of the life of the country that still 
baffled him. She taught him a number of mantras, religious 
chants, very useful for repulsing demons, and also for in- 
ducing, by repetition, a state of trance. Houston could not put 

himself into a trance by these means, but the girl could and 
very easily did, her pupils not responding to light nor her 
flesh to pain. She taught him also the rudiments of monastery 
dialectics, and engaged him in a number of simple arguments. 
Houston found the arguments fanciful and absurd, and the 
rules incomprehensible, but lying at ease in the crackling 
warmth with the gales howling above, he indulged her. He 


. would have indulged her in anything. 


He adored her. He could not look at her, or talk to her, or 
lie with her enough. Her hair had grown now, giving her a 
haunting waif-like appearance. He watched her by the hour, 


absorbing every nuance, every gesture as if it might be the 
last. 


“Mei-Hua, do you love?’ 
*Chao-li, I must.’ 
‘Above all others?’ 


“Chao-li, I must love all things. I am in harmony with all 


things.’ 
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‘But more in harmony with me.’ 

‘Am Iso, Chao-li?’ 

She eluded him. He thought he knew her every pore, her 
every molecule. He could trace the beginnings of every smile, 
and where the hair grew on her head, and where it had 
begun to sprout again on her body. He thought that physically 
he knew every inch of her; and not only physically, for she 
had no affectations, no reticences, no feminine wiles with 
him. Her nature was of the most unvarying, one of tideless 
affection. And yet there was something that he couldn't grasp 
—a feeling diffused through her of boundless good will for all 
creatures that he had to channel to himself alone. 

Houston had never been particularly humble in love. He 
found himself now with the 18-year-old girl a suppliant. 

He said, ‘Mei-Hua, say you are more in harmony with me.’ 

‘Very well, I will say it.’ 

‘And that we will never be parted.’ 

‘Oh, Chao-li, how can I say that? It isn’t true.’ 

‘Why can’t it be?’ ۱ 

‘Because some day we must die,’ she said gaily. 

She was leaning over him, rubbing her nose against his; 
so he said with a smile to match her own, ‘The she-devil can- 
not die. You told me that. She only goes away and comes 
back.’ ۱ 

‘Her soul, Chao-li. Her body must die. All seventeen of her 
bodies have died. And so will this one. And so will yours. All 
bodies must.’ 

‘Can’t we stay together till they do?’ 

‘Where will we stay?’ 

‘Wherever you want.’ 

‘Will we stay in heaven?’ 

‘Mei-Hua, it isn’t a joke.’ 

‘Will we stay in the hermit hole?’ 

‘Pye been very happy in the hermit hole,’ Houston said. 

‘I, too, Chao-li. Very happy with you.’ 

“Then be happy with me in Chumbi also.’ 

‘In Chumbi I must be the abbess again. There will be nobles 
and lamas there. We could not live there as here. Besides, you 
would soon become bored with me.’ 

‘Never,’ Houston said. 
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‘You would go away to paint your pictures.’ 
‘I would paint you.’ 

‘How often could you paint me?’ 

‘Every day, until you’re quite old.’ 

‘No,’ she said, nuzzling. 

“Till you’re very old. Till you’re just an old, old body.’ 

‘Alas, Chao-li, it isn’t possible.’ 

‘Why isn’t it?’ 

‘Because this body will not grow old. I must leave it 
young.’ 

‘How do you know that?’ 

‘I have always known. It is written for me.’ 

‘You know when you will die?’ 

‘The year and the month, Chao-li.’ 
` “Then tell me.’ 

She drew back and looked at him with a wistful humour. 
‘Not now, Chao-li. Not ever, perhaps.’ 

Houston’s heart sank as he saw how little it meant to her. 
But he persevered. He awoke one night to find her poring 
over his face in the firelight. 

“What is it?’ ۱ 

“Nothing. I was just loving you. How beautiful you are, 
Chao-li l? 

Houston drew her down with sleepy joy. It was some little 
way from the totality that he desired; but he thought he was 
making progress. 


2 


The first faint flaw in the gold appeared in the middle of 
February. The supply of animals dried up. It had started 
drying up within days of his last big haul. He thought he had 
worked out these particular areas, and shifted the traps. He 
had shifted them three times by 17 February, and his total 
catch for the period was two little rat-hares and one old 
diseased fox. He thought it was time to take stock of the 
larder. 

He had for himself nine small hares, about a pound of dried 
Strip-meat, six of the tablets of meat extract, and some un- 


savoury leftovers of horse. The girl had something over a _ 
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stone of tsampa, several pounds of rice, about a pound of tea 
and two of butter. 

Houston had been eating one of the hares at a meal, with 
either a bowl of hare soup if he had boiled it, or of extract 
soup if he had not. He thought he had eaten rather well, and 
that it would be of no great hardship for him to cut down. If 
need be, he could manage for a month on what he had. That 
would take him, however, only to the middle of March. It 
would be the middle of April before they left. 3 

The girl was in rather better case. At a pinch, her stocks 
would last the full period. She had already been rationing 
herself, and it seemed that she had had at the back of her mind 
the possibility that Houston might need to share her food. 

‘No,’ Houston said. ‘No, I shan’t do that. The tea and 
tsampa are yours. Something will-turn up.’ 


It was not until the very last day of the month, the 28th, 
that it was borne in on him that nothing was going to. He had 
finished that day a tour of all his traps. There was no sign of 
any animal. The traps sat in hard ice, the springs frozen solid, 
the bait frozen solid; no life, no life at all stirring. 

He took his dinner with him the following day and also 
Ringling’s sleeping bag; for he had come to a conclusion in 
the night. The animals had left the mountains. They had 
gone to seek food near humans. He would have to seek them 
there himself. S 

He went as near to the village as he dared, until he saw 
smoke. He baited his traps with meat that he could ill spare, 
and took himself back to a cave that he had marked on his 
way. He spent a miserable night in the cave, hungry and 
sleepless, a prey to morbid reflections. He had passed on his 
journey the hole in the frozen tiver. He had tried not to look. 
But he had seen something there; something; all that had 
been left by animals even hungrier than himself. 

Because the country was unfamiliar to him, he had taken 
careful note of where he had left the traps: He was out early 
in the morning to find them. The first one wasn’t there. He 
wasted half an hour checking to see that he was not mistaken 
before going on to the next. That wasn’t there, either. He had 
got to the third spot before he saw the man. He was quite a 
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long way off, trudging away from him with a mule towards the 
smoke. 

Houston didn’t bother to look any further. He went back 
to the hermit hole. 


He had three rat-hares left and three tablets of meat extract. 
If he didn’t exert himself too much he could make them last a 
fortnight. If he shared the girl’s food they could both last 
another fortnight. There were six weeks to get through. 

Houston lay in his sleeping bag and tried to face the situ- 
ation. He would soon have no food. He had no traps to catch 
any food. How was he to live without food? To share the 
girls was obviously no solution, for then the pair of them 
would starve. He had to get his own. Where was he to get 
it? 

The nightmarish situation seemed to have been sprung 
upon him so suddenly that he couldn’t all at once comprehend 
it. He was warm, well housed, comfortably bedded. He had 
three million pounds in emeralds and three hundred rupees in 
money. There was a nomad camp on one side of him and a 
village full of people on the other. How was it possible, with 
all these assets, that he should die from lack of food? 


He had not told the girl that his traps had gone, and he 
didn’t therefore tell her what he planned to do about it. He 
thought she would object to the plan. He was not very keen 
on it himself. All the same, three days later Houston made 
another journey. _ ۱ 

He travelled fast, recklessly spending energy for he meant 
to replace it before he returned. He took Ringling’s pistol with 
him. His plan ‘was to barter the pistol for food. It seemed to 
him that if the nomads wished to hand him over to the 


. Chinese, they would not let him buy food first. If he bought 


food he was going to eat it, a lot of it, right away. 

A group of them had been cooking when he was there last. 
They had been cooking a yak steak. They had hung a bowl 
beneath to catch the drips as it was basted over a fire, and 


they had dolloped the contents of this bowl over the steak 
before eating it. ۱ 


Houston could smell it still. He felt his mouth dribbling as 
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he smelt it. The thought that he would within a few hours 
be fastening his teeth into such a steak was so golden that it 
fairly lent him wings. With the wind pushing like a wall 
straight into his face and so light-headed with hunger that all 
his hesitations were dispersed, he made the journey in five 
hours flat. 

He got to the plain at midday. It was not snowing. It was 
only slightly overcast. He could see for miles across it. He 
could see not a soul. 

His shock and disappointment were so great that he felt 
his knees buckling underneath him. ۱ 

The nomads had gone. It had simply not occurred to him 
that they could have gone. Where had they gone? Why had 
they gone? 


They had gone because of the law promulgated in 1948 
which forbade them to winter at the foot of the mountains. 
It was a taboo law, the only kind they obeyed, and they had 
gone as a matter of course as soon as the first heavy snows had 
set in. The Chinese, aware that they would do so, had not 
bothered to post among them the description of Houston that 
was now circulating in every village for a hundred miles. It 
was the only reason why he had not been apprehended earlier, 
when he had gone to buy food with the boy. He would other- 
wise most certainly have been; for there was a price on his 
head of a million old yuan (about £70, a fortune in money), 
and the Chinese were no longer enemies. 

The fighting had finished in December, two months after 
the invasion and just a few weeks after Houston had taken 
up residence in Bukhri-bo. The ex-enemy was now treating 


quite amiably with ‘ruling circles’? exiled in Chumbi who 


were cautiously seeking ways in which they might without too 


much loss of face return to the comforts of life in Lhasa. One ۰ 


of these ways was by handing over certain specified ‘criminal 
elements’. Houston was such an element. 

He did not know this at the time. All that he was aware of 
as he looked across the plain was that there was some Six 
feet of snow upon it, and that it was unlikely that the nomads 
would be returning to it for some time. 

That seemed to leave him with only one alternative. 
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It was several days before he could screw himself up to it. 
His food, cut it as small as he would, was inexorably shrinking. 
His love for the girl was put nightly to an acid test as he 
watched her exercising a healthy appetite. He netved himself 
to do what he must. 

As reluctant as he had been to go to the nomad camp, he 
was still more reluctant to go to the village. He knew he dare 
not go during the day among people who had shown them- 
selves so well disposed to the Chinese. He would have to go in 
the dark, and steal, with the gun as an ultimate persuader. 
The idea was so unattractive that he thought he had better 
try some others first. 

He tried to eat wood and leaves. He boiled them to make a 
soup. The soup was bitter, bitter with the resin that enabled 
the wood and leaves to burn even when wet, and it merely 
made him vomit. He had to stop that quickly, for he could 


. not afford to waste what he had already eaten. 


He tried to fish. He nerved himself to return to the frozen 
river. But either the hook he fashioned from a buckle was 
unsatisafactory,-or the bait unattractive, or the fish simply not 
there. For he found no trace of life. 

There was no life anywhere. Nothing moved on land or 
water or in the air. The country was frozen hard, and there 
was nothing in it for him to eat. 

By the 16th March, Houston saw that he could put it 
off no longer. He had a fragment of hare left and a few 
crumbs of meat extract. At the rate he was eating, there was 
enough for two days. He boiled them up, ate the solid parts 


that night, and in the morning set off with a cruse of the 


soup. 

He had not been outside for a couple of days, and he 
realized -right away that he was very much weaker. He had 
scarcely the strength to pull the sled. He thought he had better 
take a rest every hour. 

After three hours an unpleasant suspicion began to dawn on 
him that he was not going to make it. He had a constant 
headache and thete was a sensation of floating about his knees. 
He saw that he had run himself down too severely for such a 
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journey, that he should either have made it days earlier, or 
have availed himself of the girl’s food. 

Houston tried to put the idea out of his mind for he realized 
that even at this juncture it would be all too easy to persuade 
himself against the mission. But once there, the idea grew. 
Why, after all, had he not shared her food? Could she survive 
if he starved? It was joint food. It was not only meat that he 
was after in the village. There was more likely to be tsampa 
there than meat. He would be getting food for both of 
them. ; 

It was not yet time for Houston to have another rest, but 
he took one. He saw he had been foolish not to eat properly 
before attempting such a mission. By not eating he was 
jeopardizing them both. Unless he built himself up, the 
mission had no chance of success. He had much better go back 
and eat. 

By half past ten, he had quite convinced himself, and he 
got up and went back. He carried the pistol in his hand as he 
walked, for he carried it with him now wherever he went. He 
had still not lost hope that some animal might be moving, and 
that Providence might set it in his path. And on that day, 
17 March, at about eleven o’clock, Providence did. 

Providence set the bear in Houston’s path. 


It was a very old bear, 2 hungry one. Houston calculated 
later that it had not eaten enough before hibernation, and 
had awakened early in the savage winter. It had blundered 
down the mountain looking for a meal. 

At eleven o’clock it saw one. 


Houston had not been using his goggles, but when his eyes 
began to ache with the snow glare, he put them on. The 
moment he did so; he was aware that he was being watched. 

He stood drunkenly on the track trying to comprehend this 
phenomenon. A couple of old men were watching him. They 
were watching him from the track fifteen yards ahead. They 
were bulkily clad in furs, leaning against each other. They were 
not only leaning against each other, but into each other, and 
then away again. He blinked and perceived that there was 
only one old man, and that he was not an old man but a bear. 
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Houston had never in his life seen a bear, except in a zoo. 
He had seen men dressed up as bears. This looked like a 
man dressed up as a bear. He knew all the same that it 
was not, and he felt in his pocket for the knife to increase his 
armoury. 

The bear began to walk towards him, quite slowly, forepaws 
raised like a somnambulist, snout sniffing against the streaming 
wind. Houston couldn’t fire the pistol with his glove on, so he 
took it off, and waited till the bear had covered half the 
distance, and then fired. He pressed the trigger four times. 
The gun did not fire on any of them. 

‘Even at that moment, he could recall years later, he had 
not been in the least frightened of the bear. He thought he 
was too exhausted for fear. The bear came on slow painful 
pads. Its fur was stained with dried blood, and had fallen out 
in places. Its little eyes looked sightless, and were discharg- 
ing, the teeth in its open mouth worn down to rounded 
stumps. Houston saw that an agile human would have no dif- 

culty in evading it. He did not himself try to evade it. 
Dizzy and stupid with hunger, he stood swaying on the 
track, seeing intermittently one and then two bears, and his 
only thought was that-so many hot meals were advancing 
towards him, and that if he kept them in focus he might have 
“them. 

The bear seemed to come upon him with love, whimpering 
a little, leaning its mangy, stinking old paws upon his shoulder 
and nuzzling his face, for all the world like some grandfather 
come to kiss him. 

The bear was not trying to kiss him. It was trying to eat 
him, there, as he stood, too dazed and hungry to kill him 
first, taking his head in its mouth and mumbling ravenously. 

Houston felt his cheek bruised and crushed as if in a pair 
of giant nutcrackers, and withdrew the knife he had plunged 
into its breast and stabbed upwards into its face. He found 
that he was on the ground. The bear was on the ground also, 
the pair of them too weak to stand and strive against each 
other. The blunt teeth had not penetrated Houston’s furry 
balaclava, and the animal’s wet pad of a nose snuffled round 
to find some more promising mouthful. There was an abomin- 
able reek on the bear’s breath, an animal reek of excreta. It 
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smelt the ungloved hand holding the gun and came gobbling 
hungrily at it. : 

Even in his reduced state of sensitivity, the pain of his 
frozen fingers being crushed was so agonizing that Houston 
cried out, and stabbed savagely, ignoring and tearing with the 
knife. The bear growled and released a paw and batted him 
with it, the claws viciously ripping the cap and scoring his 
face. Houston managed to release both arms in this moment. 
He got the one with the knife under the animal’s throat and 
plunged it in, but could scarcely move the other with numb- 
ness, and the bear returned to it, ripping the sleeve with its 
paw, and grasping the whole arm. 

Houston heard himself howling, howling like a dog with 
the insufferable agony of the hand and arm in the bear’s mouth. 
He stabbed with all his strength, twisting and turning the 
knife in the bear’s throat to make it stop. The bear, enraged, 
began to bite and shake his arm just as savagely, moving all 
the way up it to beyond the elbow. 7 

The pain as his elbow was ground and crushed in the 
animal’s jaws was such that Houston passed out. 

The bear still had his arm in its mouth when he came to. 
It was still shaking it, but no longer biting. He realized after 
a moment that it was not only the bear’s head that was 
shaking, but the whole bear. It was shuddering and coughing.” 
Great gusts of the excreta smell was released as it coughed. 
Blood was running from its mouth, and from its throat. Its 
armpit and its breast were running with blood. The bear lay 
shuddering slightly, paws flexing and jerking as its life drained 
away. It did not gurgle from the wound in its throat as the 
Chinese soldiers had gurgled. It merely coughed, a slow tired 
cough, with several seconds in between, its whole body 
heaving like some great cat being sick, blindly and on its 


` back. 


Houston lay for over an hour with the beat’s blood con- 
gealing on him. He could not somehow organize himself to 
move. He had withdrawn his injured arm from the dead 
bear’s mouth, and with the sleeve torn back could see the 
bones sticking out. Sat 

He lay quietly, trying to work out how to pick it up. He 
thought that if he could do that, and hold it, he could get 
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quickly back to the hermit hole. He could have it tied up and 
return with the girl, and between them they could get the 
beat on the sled. He could drag the bear home and eat it. He 
could eat it for weeks and weeks. 

He drew the arm delicately towards him. The hand was not 
unlike a bunch of hot-house grapes, purple and swollen. He 
took hold of the wrist. He saw that to pick up the arm he 
must roll over on his back, and he did so, and held it there 
above him, sickened at the sight of the bloody bone inches 
from his nose. He tried to sit up. He did not seem able to sit 
up. He fell into a mild panic at his inability to sit up; and in 
his panic, without thinking about it, began to rock himself 
up. He rocked as if he were lying on his back on a toy horse, 
rocking a little higher each time, until at last he made it and 
sat there, holding the arm and gasping. ۱ 

He couldn’t think what to do with the arm. He couldn’t 
stand up while holding it. He saw that he would have to 
kneel first, and he placed it very carefully on his right knee, 
and got his left hand down on the ground and levered himself 
up. Then he picked up the arm and got on the other knee also, 
and knelt, holding the arm before him and plotting the next 
move. 

Houston came up off the ground very slowly, holding the 
arm delicately before him like a contestant in an egg and 
spoon race. He stood bowed over it for a moment, and then 
began to move. 

He had no recollection at all of the journey back. He 
remembered kicking with his boot at the entrance stone, and 
then coughing weakly in the blast of hot air, and then burping 
gently with an aftertaste of tea in his mouth. 

‘Oh, Chao-li, Chao-li, what have you done?’ 

He was sitting against the wall, on the sleeping bag. He was 


in his fur jacket still, and sweating. He wondered why he had ۱ 


the jacket on in the hot cave, and then saw the bones sticking 
out and saw why. 

He was helping her to remove the jacket when he remem- 
bered suddenly that he mustn’t remove it, that he had to go 
out again with it. He had begun telling her this, when he 
realized with alarm that everything had changed, that he was 
no longer sitting up but lying flat on his back, and that 
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his jacket was off. One arm was tied to his chest with a 
strip of cloth. The girl was dabbing gently at his face with a wet 
rag. 

‘Lie still, Chao-li. Don’t move yet.’ 

‘Mei-Hua, I must go out. There is a beat.’ 

‘There is no bear, Chao-li. You have been dreaming. You 
are safe now.’ 

‘Mei-Hua, I’m not dreaming! There is a bear, a dead bear. 
I can eat it. It’s food, Mei-Hua -° 

‘Yes, Chao-li, yes. See, there is tea and tsampa for you. Eat 


. it and you will feel better.’ 


‘Mei-Hua, I don’t need your food. Keep your food!’ he 
said desperately. ‘I have my own food. I killed the bear. We 
must go and get it quickly —’ 

He saw that she had stepped swiftly back. 

‘Oh, Chao-li,’ she said. ‘It-isn’t true. Don’t say that you 
have killed a bear!’ 

‘I tell you I have!’ he said, shouting almost above the. 
hammering of his arm, and a peculiar swimming motion that 
had affected her head. ‘I killed it, and I must eat quickly. . . .’ 

‘Oh, Chao-li, I cannot help with a bear.’ 

He saw that her head was not only swimming in circles but 
shaking slowly from side to side. 


‘Chao-li, I must protect all bears. It is a very great sin to i 


have killed a bear.’ 


Houston went out again to the bear himself. He got into: 
his jacket himself, and he staggered up into the chorten himself. 
The girl followed him while he did these things; weeping as 
she explained why she could not help him. Houston scarcely 
heard her. He was so feeble that he had room in his mind now 
for only one thing. 

He imagined himself eating the bear. 

He imagined himself eating it all the way there. He planned 
all the operations that would facilitate his eating it. 

He would not be able to get the bear on the sled himself. 
He would have to cut it up first. He would have to cut off the 
limbs, and take them back and eat them, and then return for 
the body when he was stronger. He would have to hide the 
body meanwhile off the track. 
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It was quite dark when he came to the bear. It was frozen 
to the track, with the sled and gun and knife frozen alongside. 
Houston booted the knife free of the ice and sat down on the 
bear and began to cut off a leg. ۱ 

He started high, above the haunch, but the flesh had frozen 
into the consistency of toughened rubber, and he couldn’t 
wait, and with his hand tore off a piece from the side of the 
incision. Holding it by the fur, he scraped off the meat with 


his teeth. There was very little taste that he could tell. But _ 


he felt it going down, and his stomach beginning to work 
again. 

The wind dropped as he ate, as it usually did at this time 
of the evening, but the cold became suddenly more intense. 


He saw that he was not going to be able to sit about cutting 


off all the limbs, and that he had better take only one of them 
to be getting on with. The forepaw seemed the easiest, and 
he took that. He broke the bone with his knife and gun, and 
holding the limb down with his boot, finally wrenched off the 
paw up to the middle joint. Pies 

The paw was too big to go in his pocket, and too small for 
him to trust by itself on the sled. Houston walked home with 
it in his hand, in the darkness. 


The bear tasted very little better than it smelt. But it lasted | 


Houston. He ate several pounds- of it every day. He ate it 


even when he was out of his mind. But a good half still 
remained when they left. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


THEY went through the pass on what Houston took to be 
12 April, but which he later calculated must have been 
the 18th. Despite his tremendous calendaring, he had somehow 
lost six days — perhaps in delirium or unconsciousness. He had 
no recollection at all of the pass itself, and very little of the 
journey to it. It was not possible for the girl to have pulled 


282 


5 


/ 


x 
سس‎ —_—— 


te et اسهم‎ 


| 
| 
1 
۱ 
۱ 
| 
| 
Í 
|i 
۱ 
۱ 
| 
| 
t 
| 
۱ 





him on the sled, for there were four bags of emeralds on it — 
over a hundredweight of them — so he reckoned that he must 
have been out on his feet; a state by no means unusual for him 
at the time. 2 

He had passed through a month of unrelieved horror. The 
girl had not in any way helped to ease the pain in his arm, 
which she regarded as a penance for his sinful killing of the 
bear. Above all animals, the bear was sacrosanct, a mysterious 
creature of the mountains, who died each winter and lived 
again each spring. Not even to save life was it permissible to 
kill a bear; and the fact that Houston had done so during the 
period of its greatest mystéry was so peculiarly abhorrent that 
she neither could, nor would, do anything to ease his suffer- 
ings. Some of Houston’s most nightmarish memories wete of 
trying to ease them for himself. 

He had a confused impression of blackness and pain: of 
sleepless nights with the girl’s tears trickling down his face; of 
a series of crazy, unreasonable acts. (He had tried, it seems, to 
set the arm, in a mess of bear fat; and later to freeze it; and 
then to unfreeze it. And he had wakened one night to find 
the girl gone, and had discovered her in the place of wind 
devils, quite naked, in a trance, trying to expiate his sin. 
Incredibly, she had come to no harm.) 

But despite these vicissitudes, he had clung most doggedly 
to the plans he had made. He had staggered out of the hole 
on what he thought to be 1 April, and with the girl 
helping him had gone for his first look at the village. It was 
set in a hollow, on the banks of the same frozen river; and 
they had looked down on it for a couple of hours, seeing no 
Chinese. 

They had made the journey again a week later, taking the 
sled with them this time and two sacks of emeralds. Houston 
had found a suitable cave for the emeralds, off the track, a 
cave whose curious ledged roof (the sacks were ` stuffed in the 
roof fabric - very laborious’) he later sketched from memory. 
There were no Chinese in the village this time, either. 

He had made one more emerald-ferrying trip a couple of 
days later; and it was on this trip, it seems, that he had knocked 
himself out for good. He had a recollection of clambering'on 
to a rock with a sack on his shoulder; and then of finding 
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himself in his sleeping bag, shouting aloud with the savage 
pain in his arm. He thought he must have fallen. He thought 
he had fallen on the arm. 

After this, nothing. was very clear. 

It seemed to be colder in the hermit hole, the wood-pile 
shrinking. 

It seemed to be darker. 

It seemed to be stinking constantly, himself not in the big 
sleeping bag, but in Ringling’s. 

Vague impressions only came to him from the blur: of 
dragging up the smoky steps to the chorten and eating his 
meat raw; of crossing off days, the laborious upreaching effort 
worthwhile to record their final obliteration. 

Of his own voice, drunken and slurred: ‘No, no, you’re 
wrong. It can’t be. It’s too early.’ ۱ 

‘Chao-li, sit up. Please sit up.’ An idea that his face was 
being washed. ‘I tell you everything is melting. The sun is 
shining. I swear it.’ 

The sun indeed shining, the track wet, everything wet; the 
world running with glittering slushy water, and himself 
evidently tramping through it, boots turning an endless tread- 
mill, some inevitable burden at his back, constant aching light 
in his eyes. ۱ : 

And then not light but dark, and everything gone but the 
sacks. Only the sacks left to look at in all the world; and he 
found himself looking at them very closely, and realized he 
was lying on them. He was lying on the sled. He was alone. It 
was night. ۱ 

He came blundering up off the sacks in such distress of 
spirit that he heard himself wailing. She had left him. She had 
gone without telling him. Her time had come and she had 
gone. But then he remembered that it was only her spirit that 


went. It went and came back. Surely it could not yet have » 


gone far; not beyond recall. He tried recalling her spirit, 
staggering about on the track in the dark. But it would not 
answer him, and he went weeping to look for her body that 


; and saw it some time later, 
running towards him. 


‘Chao-li, be quiet, be quiet!’ 
‘Why have you gone?’ 
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‘I was looking for the cave, for the other sacks. Chao-li, I 
can’t find it. I can’t remember it.’ 

‘Oh, Mei-Hua, don’t leave me.’ 

‘Chao-li, keep your voice down, I implore you! We are at 
the pass!’ ۱ 

‘Promise me.’ 

“Yes, I promise it. Chao-li, you must help me find the cave. 


` There is little time.’ 


‘How much time? Tell me, Mei-Hua. I must know.’ 

The unearthly conversation on the pass in the dark - was it 
a dream, a nightmare? — all that he could recall with any 
clarity; but that with much clarity, like the remarks of the 
surgeon as he was going under in the London Clinic some 
weeks later. No sense at the time of cross purpose, that the 
girl was intent on recovering the sacks before daylight, and he 
on reassurance that she would not leave him. He was obsessed 
with the idea that she would leave him soon, that she might 
have left him already and that it was some figment that he held. 

‘Oh, Chao-li, not for many years. I sweat it!’ 

‘Tell me. Tell me now.’ 

‘I can’t tell you. I mustn't.’ 

‘You must. I won’t let you go.’ 

‘Chao-li, the sacks - we have only a few hours.’ 

‘Tell me. Tell me the year and the month. You know them. 
Is it now? Is it now, Mei-Hua?’ 


ˆ “Oh, Chao-li, no. No, no. Not for a long time.’ 


‘When, then? When?’ 

And was it then she had told him, or later; this side of the 
pass or the other? He couldn't remember. Nothing remained 
but the words, chasing there and back through his mind, 
slipping in and out of each other, but always there. 

A pig with a curly tail, a tail that was six. A six pig, an 
earth pig. The six month of Earth Pig. It was a long way off, 
this pig. It was not yet a worrying pig. There would be time 
to deal with this pig. 


‘And then?? Oliphant had said. ‘There must be something else 
that stands out. How did you come to be on the stretcher? Would 
that have been in Chumbi, or before? And what exactly ts Chumbi — 
a village?’ 
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Not a village. A valley, a district. He had been in a little 
town, Yatung, and then somewhere else. But first? First, yes, 
a man with a rifle. And the girl in her heavy veil, suddenly, 
Just these two impressions: a man with a rifle, and the veil. 
Then the stretcher. A palanquin also, he thought. But whether 


for the girl or the Duke of Ganzing.... Yes, the duke there, 
too. A distinct recollection of the duke seated amiably by his 
bedside. 


‘In a bit of a mess again, old chep. Never mind. Everything 
under control. They’ve got you a bottle of the Dalai Lama’s 
urine — he’s here in Yatung — marvellous specific in certain 
cases. Also a chep from Sikkim - very clever chep. He’s set 
your arm. He’ll have it as good as new.’ ۱ 2 

‘Where is the abbess?’ Houston said. 

‘Near by. Quite safe and well.’ 

‘Can I see her?’ 

‘Soon. When you’re well enough to be moved. She sends 
to ask after your health every day.’ 

‘Can she come here?’ 

‘Not to Yatung, old chep. The Dalai Lama is here - a 
tricky problem of protocol.’ 

-“Then Pll go there.’ 


“Certainly, old chep. In a few days. The snag is, there are ۱ 


rather — rather a lot of Chinese about at the moment. You 
left a knife lying about with your name on it. ‘They’ve 
promised not to come into Yatung, but they tend to roam a 
bit outside, looking for you. Worrying.’ 

‘I want to see her now.’ 

‘Yerss. Drink this first. Do you good.’ 


Days lost drinking things to do him good; drugged days in 


which he thought of questions to ask when he was asleep and ۰ 


forgot them when he woke up; or was it the other way round? 
And then - when? - no butter lamps but stars, and a breeze 
on his face, and bumping up and down. 

‘Where - what —?’ ۱ 

‘Ssh. All under control, old chep. Going home now.’ 

‘No. No! I won’t -’ 

‘Here. Time for your medicine. Have this.’ 

۳ 

I don’t want it. I won’t drink it. Pm 
want the abbess. I tell you —’ 
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‘Quiet! Quiet, old chep. For God’s sake - There are Chinese 
here. They’re all over the place... .’ 

‘PII shout to them. Pll wake the bloody dead -° 

‘Ssh. Ssh. For God’s sake — Let me think’ - and in Tibetan 
— ‘How far to the Court of the Mother?’ 

‘Four hours at least, Highness. It is not possible there and 
back before daylight.’ 

‘Look, old chep, look, it just isn’t ov. It can’t be done -’ 

‘I tell you -° ۱ 

‘The Chinese are after you. If they get you they’ll execute 
you. It’s a matter of face for them.’ ۱ 

‘I’m going to see her! I’m going to. She wants to see me.’ 

‘She wants you to go. She’s praying for it. Look, she’s 
written to you. There’s a letter and a gift in your baggage. It 
will bring her nothing but trouble and distress if the Chinese =’ 

‘I know she wants to see me. I don’t care what happens. Put 
me down. I tell you, I’m not going —’ ۱ 

More mumbled Tibetan. 

‘Very well. Now look. This is going to be a bumpy trip. 
Youll drink this.’ 

‘I won’t.’ 
‘You will. We’re going through the Chinese lines. I promise 


۱ you'll see the abbess.’ 


‘Do you swear it?’ 

‘Honour bright, old chep!’ 

‘All right.’ 

Blackness. Lurching, thunderous blackness again, with him- 
self swimming in the middle of it, knowing the presence of 
soreness and pain but not in touch with them, and then 
swimming up into touch, re-establishing the old detested 
relationship. Ob, God. Again. 

‘Chao-li.’ 

‘Oh, my love.’ 

She was lying on top of the covers. She was cold, her face 
shivering against his. 

‘Come inside,’ Houston said. 

She went away and came back, and was inside, on his left 
side, so that he could feel the cold length of her against him, 
their noses touching. 

‘Youve cut your hair.’ 


287 





۱ 
۱ 


Yes,’ 

‘I can’t see — are you painted?’ 

‘Only in Yamdring. When I go back.’ 

‘Don’t go back.’ ۱ 

She didn’t say anything, merely looking at him. 

He said, ‘Don’t go back, Mei-Hua. ۲10۷6 you.’ 

‘I love you, Chao-li.’ ۱ 

‘I can’t live without you.’ 

‘Yes. It will be very hard.’ 

Her mouth was open and he put his own to it and lay there, 
breathing lightly. He felt ill and weak. He said into her mouth, 


‘Mei-Hua, don’t go back. Come with me. I couldn’t bear to- 


lose you.’ 

‘You won’t lose me. We are in the world together. I want 
you to live.’ 

‘I love you more than life.’ ۱ 

‘Yes, Chao-li. I, too. Don’t talk now. Don’t talk any more, 
my heart.’ 

Houston didn’t think that they did talk any more then. He 
lay breathing shallowly into her mouth, and thought that 
he might have slept for a while. He was aware that she was 
sitting up, putting on her veil. Someone was knocking at the 
door. 

“What is it?’ 

‘Food, Chao-li. You should eat something.’ 

‘I don’t want anything.’ 

‘Nor I.’ ۱ 

‘Send them away.’ 

She called out, and took off her veil and lay down with 
him again; and for some hours then they merely gazed at 
each other. He had no idea how long he was there — a whole 
day, perhaps. There was knocking again. 

“Yes?” 


Good Mother, it is time now. His Highness waits outside.’ 
‘No,’ Houston said. 


one - yes. You must go. Don’t say anything.’ 
ol 


‘My own heart - I want you to be happy. You will always 


be in my mind. Always think of me. I have given you a half 
of my tears -* 
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‘I don’t want them.’ 

‘Yes. Take them. They are yours. They are a half of me. 
When you look at them you will be looking at me. When you 
use them, it is I who will be nourishing you.’ 

‘No. No, Mei-Hua, no. Come with me. Please come with 
me.’ ۴ 

‘Oh, my love, don’t make it harder. I want: you to go and 
live. Don’t say another word.’ 

He didn’t say another word, sunk then in black desolation.. 

And black outside. And another drink to do him good, and 
all blackness then, welcome familiar blackness. And then 
leaving it, crashing out of it, falling. Voices were shouting, 
guns going off, coloured moons, a dozen of them, floating 
gaudily in the sky. Flares. Hands seemed to be lifting him, and 


- he was back on the stretcher, jogging at a run. But his arm, 


his arm) Sheer blinding agony, flame-licked unbearable agony, 
rushing out of his mouth bellowing; ‘and suffocating there as 
a hand clamped down on it. Searching desperately among the 
coloured moons, and at last finding it - the welcome, the 
longed-for blackness; pain riding with him still, but detached 
once more. 


` Jt was mild grey morning when he came to, and he was 
lying on the ground. He was lying in a misty valley. He could 
hear eating and smell woodsmoke. 

‘Tralkn? 

He knew the face above him. He couldn’t place it. 

‘Safe now, żrulku. In Sikkim now.’ i 
. He placed the man just as he spoke: it was the duke’s 
major-domo from Ganzing. He tried to ask for the duke, but 
the words would not come. ۱ 

‘All well, zruiku. They didn’t get it. One man was hit and 

you fell from the stretcher, but the baggage is untouched. 
How is the arm?’ c 

The arm was not good, and was to become a good deal 
worse. It was smashed again. They tried to get it looked at in 
two.monasteries, but succeeded only in getting more stupefy- 
ing drugs. Houston lay for two nights in the second of the 
monasteries, waiting for a doctor who had been sent for from 
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Gangtok. The doctor didn’t arrive, but just as they were pre- . 


paring to leave again, an ambulance did. It was an old Rolls- 
Royce with a wicker-work body and a door at the rear. 
Houston lay full length in this impressive vehicle with his 
feet sticking out of the back; and so, still without his chitty 
but in some state, made his entry into the town he had tried 
so hard to reach many months before. 

He saw little of it, for the surgeon at the Maharaja’s hospital 
after one look at the arm gave him a shot of morphia, put him 
back in the Rolls-Royce, and pausing only to ‘telephone a 
Mr Pant, the Indian diplomatic representative, sent him 
immediately off to Kalimpong. ۰ 

There he was seen by an Indian medical officer of health 
who happened to be visiting the town, given another shot, and 


transferred to the Scottish mission hospital. He was booked in 7 


at و‎ p.m. on 30 April 1951 — the first independently checkable 
date since he-had booked out of the town rather more than a 
year before. 3 


A few days later, at the urgent summons of the hospital. 


authorities, Sheila Wolferston came up from Calcutta and 
officially- took delivery of him and his baggage from the 
duke’s bodyguard. They had refused, apparently on the duke’s 
orders, to deliver him up to anybody else. They had been 
sleeping in his room, and eating, according to the mission’s 
Miscellany, ‘heartily’. 1 


Houston knew nothing of this transaction, for in addition 
to his more spectacular ills he had contracted pneumonia. 
He was aware, without surptise, that Sheila Wolferston was 
with him, and also Michaelson. He didn’t know which one of 
them told him what had happened to Hugh and the others. 
He did not seem able to grieve; he lay in a heavy stupor. 

He lay there for three weeks (which might have been 
three hours or three years for all the sense of time he had) and 
was only vaguely aware one day that he was no longer there. 


He was in another place, a low-roofed, roaring sort of place. 
Are you awake, sport?’ ۱ 


He realized someone had been shaking him for some time. . 


‘Where am I?’ i 


‘You're right. You’re right, sport. We’re flying to Calcutta. 
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Look, seeing you’re awake, there’s things we ought to dis- 
cuss -" ۱ ۱ 

‘Where’s Sheila?’ 

‘She’s right. She’s having a bit of shut-eye. Look, sport, 
she’ll be awake soon, we haven’t got long. I wanted to tell you 
what Da Costa is doing. He can definitely guarantee —’ 

‘What Da Costa? I don’t know who. . . . Sheila!’ Houston 
said. 

‘For Christ’s sake, she’s right! She’s sleeping, I told you. 
Sure you know. Da Costa. You like Da Costa. Strewth, I 
brought him to see you twice. All you need to do -° 

‘Sheila,? Houston said. ‘Sheila!’ 

‘Yes, Charles, yes, ’m here. Mr Michaelson, I particularly 
asked you — you promised me you wouldn’t worry him with 
this business.’ 

‘He’s got to worry about it some time.’ 

‘What business? What is it?’ ۱ 

‘Nothing. Nothing at all. Go to sleep again.’ 

‘Da Costa?” 

‘Don’t worry about it. Sleep now.’ 

He slept again, worried. Something worrying about Da 
Costa. A pale man, pale melon cheeks, dark eyes. A diamond 
flashing on Da Costa’s finger as he talked. Who Da Costa? 
How-did he know Da Costa? Da Costa had been met some- 
where, worryingly. 


He thought the doctor was Da Costa, but it was only an 
examination mirror flashing, and the cheeks were not plumply 
pale. Thin cheeks, Indian cheeks. 

‘Nor for some days, weeks perhaps.. He is not strong 
enough. And in any case we would need authority. Who is 
the next of kin?’ 

‘There isn’t anyone. I’ve told you, doctor, Pm probably 
the ‘nearest thing. But if you’re certain it’s got to be done, 1 
would be ready to...’ 

‘Mr Michaelson and Mr Da Costa - they are not related to 
him in any way?’ 

‘Not at all. Id be glad if you could keep them out, doctor. 
They worry him. It’s a business matter he doesn’t want to 
discuss just now.’ 
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‘Very well... . In any case, he must be kept quiet. He needs 
a good deal of building up. Why was he moved? 

` “A Chinese mission arrived in Kalimpong. Fis presence was 

considered a provocation. « « 


Days of building up, of beautiful quiet, then. Sometimes he 
saw her there, reading, sometimes not. ‘There was a tow once 
near by, and he heard Michaelson’s voice. 

He said, ‘Michaelson.’ 

‘Hello. Did he wake you up? He’s gone now.” 

‘What did he want?’ 

‘Just to see how you are. How are you?’ 

He didn’t know how he was, so he didn’t tell her. He went 
away again. There was a fountain near by, and he often went 
into the fountain. 2 
و‎ it began to worry him over a period. At first he would 
forget it when he woke up, but then he began not to forget. 

‘Sheila.’ . 

‘Right here. Do you want to sit up?’ - 

‘There were some bags. There were two bags.’ 

‘Yes. Theyre all right. I put them in your bank. I put them 
in Barclay’s. I signed for them, and theyll only give them up 
on my signature. There were some drawings, too, on a piece of 
cloth, and a letter. They’re all nice and safe, Charles. No need 
to worry.’ 

‘A letter.’ i 

‘Just a letter. Nothing to worry about.’ 

‘Can I see it?’ ۱ 

‘It’s in Tibetan. Can you read Tibetan?’ 

‘Can we get it translated?’ 

‘I got it translated - I’m sorry, Charles. I had to. There 
were one or two complications. All over now, though.’ 

‘What did it say?’ 

‘Do you really want to talk about it now?’ 

‘From the abbess?’ 

‘Yes. Just that she — she loves you and was making you a` 
gift. You know. There was her official seal on it. That was 
why we had to get it translated and examined. The Chinese 
_ Embassy here claimed it was false, but of course it wasn't: 
Everything’s all right now.’ 
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‘Can I have the letter?’ - ; 

‘Oh, I think better not, Charles. It’s all locked up. Best t 
leave it where it is.’ : ۱ 

‘I want it.’ 

‘Well. Well see.’ 

‘I want it.’ و‎ 3 
‘All right. Rest now.’ š 


But no rest after this, for he remembered it all, and had to 3 
have the letter, had to have it in his hand. Restless, sleepless 
nights. ۱ ۱ 

‘Hey - hey, sport, can I come in?’ 

‘Have you got it?’ 

‘What? Look, look, sport — keep it quiet, eh? It cost me a 
fortune to get in. I’ve got to talk to you.’ 

‘I want the letter.’ 

‘Yeah. Sure. Look, sport, if you don’t like Da Costa, I can 
get another bloke. But we’ve got to be quick now. There’s not 
a lot of time. They won’t let you stay here, and you can't 
take the stones with you — that’s for certain. Sheila doesn’t 
understand. She doesn’t get the situation at all. I know this 
bunch of bastards! They panic. They'll have you out of here 
in two twos if the Chinese get tough.’ 

‘She’s got to get the letter.’ 

‘She doesn’t need any flaming letter! All she’s got to do is 
sign the form, and all you’ve got to do is instruct her. But for 
Christ’s sake, youve got to be quick now. You've got to pull 
yourself together, sport.” 

‘What do you want of me? What is it?’ : 

‘Just two and a half per cent. Christ, it’s bloody ridiculous! 
It’s nothing at all. Youll still have half a million quid. Now, 
look — look, sport. I’m not getting any younger. You remem- 
ber I helped you. I helped you a lot in Kalimpong. I’ve been 
there and back to Goa twice already. You don’tlike Da Costa, 
I can get you somebody else. But I tell you straight, you wont 


` get better terms. He’s offered forty million escudo. It’s only 


half what the stuff is worth, but they have big risks. They've 
got to get it into Goa. And we can screw them up.a bit. A 
bloke already offered me half in escudo and half guilders’ - 
he was hedging it in Amsterdam. We can do better with Da 
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Costa. He’s got contacts in Belgium, Switzerland, Ametica. 
Christ, sport — you can. have it in the hardest currency you 
want. But you’ ve got to be quick. You've got to shake yout- 
self up. I tell you, the Chinese just signed a treaty with T ibet, 
They’ll be signing one with the Indians next. And then you re 
cooked, mate. They'll have your guts for garters. You've got 
to get rid of that stuff now. 

‘What stuff? What?’ ۷ 

‘Christ, the emeralds. What else?’ 

c No l aa fe 

‘Look, look, sport - quiet, eh?” 

‘No! No! Get out! Sheila! Sheila!” 


Running and nurses and nightmares, then. He tried to hold . 


on to the bags, face down on the sled, but they were talking 
him out of them. He wouldn’t give them up. They were a half 
of her. He wouldn't. ۱ 
‘Charles, I’m desperately sorry = we’ve got to talk about it.’ 
‘No. No.’ ۱ 
‘Just let me talk, and you listen. Then say what you think. 
Charles, I’ve spoken to lots of people - dozens of them. It’s 
quite right what Michaelson says. You won’t be able to leave 
the country with the emeralds. There’s a government regula- 
tion. They’ll have to stay here. And it’s almost certain then 
that they won’t be able to resist the Chinese demand. The 
Chinese say that all monastery treasure belongs to the country, 
not to individuals, and that it couldn’t belong to you in any 
case. Charles, dear, try and listen.’ 
‘I don’t want to hear. I don’t care.’ 
‘You want the emeralds, don’t you?’ 
‘They’re a half of her.’ ۱ 
‘The Chinese say they aren’t. They want them back.’ 
“No. No.’ 


‘Look dear, will you let me do what is best? I don’t know 


what’s happening at the moment. I don’t know if they’ll let 


you stay. You’re not well enough to travel now, but they 
might make you. I’m trying to get the operation speeded up < 
they’d never dare to send you off then till you’d recovered. 
Please trust me.’ 

He didn’t want to trust anybody. They kept coming at him. 
She was with them now, Michaelson, the dreaded Da Costa, 
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guilders, francs, escudos. He cut himself off. He tried to 
remember the mantras, repeating them again and again for 
hours at a time. ` 

‘Charles, dear. They’re going to operate on you tomorrow. 
Please, please trust me. It’s for the best. There wasn’t anything 
else to do.’ 


‘Operate?’ 

‘Tomorrow. Pl be with you. Pll stay with you.’ 

Operate. His arm, then. He must have expiated the sin by 
now. It was a hell of a long time, a lifetime since he had met 
the bear. He didn’t want to think of the bear. He said a few 
mantras over and over to obliterate the bear. He said them for 


` hours, but he didn’t obliterate the bear. 


‘Just lie back, lie normally. You'll only feel a prick.’ 

He felt the prick, and then heard the bear. The bear began 
to shake him and roar. All shook and roared; a breathy in- 
and-out roaring, rhythmic, mantra-like. And then the rhythm 
broken. Confusion and argument, and his own voice mutter- 
ing. : 
‘Oh, God, he’s coming to, doctor. Can’t you please give 
him something?’ 

‘It’s very dangerous.’ 0 

‘But this is monstrous- — absolutely scandalous. I never 
heard of such a thing. How dare you —’ 

‘Please Miss Wolferston, it is absolutely out of my hands. 
I can’t interfere with a government order. A doctor and a 
trained nurse will sit beside him every minute until the 
aircraft —’ 

‘Is it over?’ 

‘All over now, Charles. Don’t speak.’ 

‘Is my arm —’ 

“You didn’t have it. They’ll operate later.’ 

Not have it? Why not have it? Not expiated?. Sickness, 
then. Dreadful setching. Sitting up, her arms round him, 
leaning over bowl. 

‘Doctor, for pity’s sake - you can see how he is.’ 

‘Miss Wolferston, what-can I say? I am very unhappy. I 
warned you —’ ۱ 

‘At least let him stay till the plane is ready. What’s the 
sense of lying in an ambulance?’ 
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‘Very well. I will allow that. I will answer for it. 1 will see 
the official myself now. .. .” 

‘Do you want a drink of water?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 

‘Lie back, then. Lie still.’ 

Still. Nausea. Everything rolling, nothing to hold on to. 
People coming in and out. = 

‘All right. But don’t make a noise. He’s sleeping now. 

‘I give it in your charge then, Miss.’ 

“Thank you.’ 

‘And it is with his approval I pay two and a half per cent 

to Mr Michaelson.’ 

“Yes. Yes.’ ۱ R 

‘You understand it is Mr Houston as vendor who pays this 
commission and not I? It is usual’ 

` “All right. I trust you.’ 

‘You may trust me absolutely, Miss.’ 

‘We're all trusting you, Da Costa.’ 

‘Surely you have known me long enough.’ 

‘Too right, mate.’ 

“You could have had cash, a bank pass book, anything you 
wanted, weeks ago. It is not my fault you must now at the last 
moment accept a promissory note.’ 

` ‘It ain’t my fault, either, sport.’ 

‘Will you both go now? Thank you very much.’ 

‘A pity he ain’t awake. Tell him good-bye from me, eh?’ 

‘Yes. Yes. Thank you. Thank you both very much. Good- 
bye.’ ۱ 

Queasy, shifting silence, then, which presently he could 
slow down to sleep in. To sleep in and roll in. Rolling, rumb- 


. ling silence, in which he was being lifted; which was not 


silence at all. 


‘Four seats have been taken out. It is the best I can do.’ 
‘You've not heard the last of this, I assure you.’ 


1 ‘Miss Wolferston, I have done everything I can. I am very 
usy.’ 


ne the most callous, barbarous thing I ever heard of in my 
La 


‘Iam sorry. Just one thing more. One of the passengers is 
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a doctor. I have had a word with him and he will help you. 
He will give an injection, if necessary.’ 

‘Thank you for that at least.’ ۱ 

‘I am very sorry. Good-bye.’ ۱ ۱ 

Roaring. Deafening, lurching roaring, then. Roaring all the 
time. The bear roaring. The bear with his arm in its mouth. 
His arm! His arm! 

‘There we are, there now. You're all right old fellow. Drift 
off now. Go to sleep. Only landing.’ 

Landing and taking off and landing again. Fresh air and 
not fresh air and fresh air again. But all morphia sleep now; 
good familiar sleep, black solvent of all worry, events riding 


+ with him but no longer bothering him. 


And so out again at last, with people streaming and engines 
revving, himself suspended in cool darkness on the stretcher. 
Large lit-up buildings and lights flashing, and one flashing 
very near, in his eyes. 

‘Oh, please. Please don’t bother him. He’s very ill.’ 

‘Who is he? What name, please?’ 

‘Why do you want to know?’ 

‘Kemsley Newspapers. Empire News and $ unday Graphic.” 

‘His name is Houston,’ she said. ۱ ; 

Houston; and he was home; Saturday, 16 June 1961. 
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EPILOGUE 


I 


‘What I feel, confided T.L. in a memo dated February 1960 
‘is that having committed ourselves so hugely, we shd leave no stone 
unt’d to (a) see that H. at least looks over our versn, (b) get a cast-iron 
decision on the copyrt position — further opins if nec, (¢) get trust- 
worthy indpt confmn of the facts. With regard to B- V, I never 
thought he wd. But take up his suggesins if you think fit.’ 

This memo came to me attached to a letter from’ Professor 
Bourgés-Vallerin that I had sent through to him the previous 
day. I had invited the professor to edit and expand the 
Tibetan sections of the notebooks, reserving the right to 
delete to meet legal objections in London. He had declined 
this invitation on the grounds that his acceptable position 
with the communist authorities was dependent on his main- 
taining a strict neutrality in all his writings. He had offered, 
however, to supply a factual appendix - ‘in no way implying 
‘that I express any opinion on the work or its author’ — and 
had gone on to suggest that for the ‘expansion’ mentioned, 
one could not do better than apply to Dr Shankar Lal Roy, a 
useful source of Tibetan information and the chairman of the 
Calcutta branch of the India-Tibet Society. ‘For the more 
singular parts of M. Houston’s memoirs, I would myself have 
had recourse to Dr Roy. If anyone is able to confirm or deny 
them, it is he.’ 

There was a certain edge to this advice which 1 pondered, 
together with T.L.’s memo, somewhat gloomily. 

I said, ‘Miss Marks, when are you likely to be ready with 
Underwood’s stuff? Pll need time to study it before seeing 
Mr Oliphant.’ 

‘Just finishing. You can have his comments now if you 
like.’ 

There were twenty-five pages of Underwood’s comments. 
He had laboured for ten weeks at his task, and had kept back 
no crumb of evidence. He had been to see a divorced ‘Glynis’ 
at Swansea; ‘Lister-Lawrence’ at Wimbledon; ° Wister’ in 
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Yorkshire; and a Mr Blake-Winter at Abingdon. He had also 
written to, among others, ‘Lesley’, married, in Seattle; a 
widowed ‘Mrs Michaelson’ in West Australia; the niece of 
a deceased Mrs Meiklejohn in Arbroath; and the Duke of 
Ganzing in Delhi. Correspondence with them, and. with a 
number of institutions in Kalimpong, Zürich, Auckland and 
Lisbon, were in another file, which Miss Marks was in process 
of sorting out. 
` ‘Because I was seeing Mr Oliphant at four o’clock, his 
brightest time, and had to have lunch myself first with an 
agent, there was little opportunity to do more than -skim 
through the material. ۱ ۱ 
There had been very little luck with ‘Sheila Wolferston’. 
The girl had married, it seemed a New Zealand journalist, in 
1953, and had gone with him to Auckland the following year. 
In March 1955, the mother had sold her house in Godalming, 
and had flown out to join them. She had broken her journey 
on the way to see her. husband’s war’ grave in the Middle 
East, and had been run over by a bus and fatally injured 
“in Cairo (just one of the maddening incidents that seemed 
to bedevil anyone connected with Houston’s story). The 
girl had divorced her husband in 1958 on the grounds of ` 
drunkenness and infidelity, but had apparently stayed on 
in New Zealand; exactly where, and doing what, we had 
not been able to discover. Advertisements under box num- 
bers in the Auckland Szar, Wellington Dominion and Christ- 
church Press (booked, according to Underwood’s notes, to 


` run once a week until 31 March) had not so far brought any 


result. 


Even more maddening was the fate of the only other living 
English person to have been involved in Houston’s peculiar 
adventure. Underwood had seen ‘Wister’ in a mental home 
neat Hull (where his wife worked as a secretary); he had gone 
for a walk in the grounds with the pair of them. Wister had 
worn a big trilby hat and a muffler, and had enjoyed himself 
for much of the time by sliding about on the icy paths. He 
was quite harmless, had been released by the Chinese at the 
same time as Sheila Wolferston (Januaty 1951) and flown 
home immediately. He had nothing whatever to say. His wife - 
said he would often have very talkative days, but had nevet 
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to her knowledge, or that of his doctor, even so much as 
mentioned Tibet. ۱ 

Sheila Wolferston had been to see him twice in his first 
yeat at the home, and another old colleague had visited him 
also. He hadn’t recognized either of them. His wife was getting 
a small pension for him from the firm, and Underwood 
gathered that her principal interest in seeing him was a dis- 


. creet curiosity to learn if any more money would be forth- 


coming. Miss Wolferston had, it seemed, mentioned that steps 
were being taken to coax the insurance company into making 
an ex-gratia payment. (It didn’t, relying on the ‘war’ clause 
in the policy.) ۱ 

She knew that Meiklejohn and Houston’s brother had been 
killed ‘while escaping’, and that Houston himself had been 
badly injured. (Her impression was that he had been released 
at the same time as her husband.) Miss Wolferston had spoken 
very little of their dreadful experiences in Tibet, and she had 
not pressed her. 

Nobody seemed to have pressed Miss Wolferston. Under- 
wood had tracked down a married cousin in Beckenham, 
some tennis friends in Richmond, some work friends, even a 
couple of old school friends. Few of them had heard of 
Houston, and none of his curious role in the monastery of of 
the treasure. ۱ 

All this had begun to acquire a somewhat sinister aspect. I 
went glumly off to lunch. 


2 


Mr Oliphant’s main preoccupation of recent weeks -had been 
the composition of a Founder’s Statement for his bequest. 
He was still at it when I arrived, polishing away with all the 
lapidary zeal that had formerly gone into his primer. A good 
deal of buttering-up had been necessary lately to support his 
precarious spirits, and as soon as 1 opened the door and could 
see that he was actually conscious, I said vigorously, ‘Well, 
Mr Oliphant! You’re looking in splendid form today.’ 

‘Am I, dear boy? It must be,’ he said, writing busily, “be- 
cause I have arrived - one can only hope - at a definitive 
version. Listen to this.’ 
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He read out his definitive version, in Latin and then 
English. 

“The translation is a bit free, but it seems to me - 1 don’t 
know — rather more succinct?’ 

‘Very much more. Pithy.’ 

‘And yet not without a touch of humout.’ 

‘A strong touch. Mordant, I would say.’ ۱ 

‘Mordant, Mr Oliphant said, pleased. “Yes. Pm glad it 
comes through. Sit down, my dear fellow. What is your special 
news?’ 

I sat down. 


` “Tm afraid it isn’t very good. Bourgés-Vallerin won't take 


it on.’ 

‘Oh,’ Mr Oliphant said, heavily. 

‘His reasons seem fairly convincing.’ 

‘What are they?’ 

I told him the professor’s reasons. 

‘Pye brought you a copy of the sum of our researches to 
' date. You'll see there are still rather a lot of gaps in it.’ 

‘There is still nothing from Miss Wolferston?’ 

‘Nothing at all.’ 

‘This is what I find the hardest to understand,’ said Mr 
Oliphant. ‘She is a most punctilious, devoted sort of girl. She 
was in and out of the flat constantly. She used to rub my 
chest!’ 

‘Perhaps she hasn’t seen the adverts. Not everyone reads 

` them. She might have changed her name, too.’ 

‘I think if you had phrased it differently. If you had sug- 
gested that Houston needed help.’ 

“Well. We can try it,’ I said, and made a note. ‘I had a letter 


from Scarborough, incidentally, last week — from the agent 
who sold him the house.’ 


‘Scarborough?’ 


: ‘Scarborough, Tobago. You’ll remember Houston went 
there in 1958. Apparently he paid off his house staff several 
months ago and the place has been unoccupied ever since. It’s 
in a spot called Rum Bay - a fine beach and nothing much 


else, one of the speculators’ paradises out there. The agent 
has had no instructions to sell it.’ 


‘What is his view?’ 
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‘He didn’t offer one.’ 

It had taken me long enough to find him. I had written 
first to the Governor of Trinidad, who had passed my letter 
on to his Colonial Secretary, who had sent it to the Under- 
Secretary for Tobago. He had in turn put me on to a Mr 
Joshua Gundala, 0.3.E., who apparently lived on the island 
and combined the function of publisher of the weekly Tobago 


Times with that of estate agent. It was Mr Gundala who had 


sold Houston the house. His letter-heading announced that he 
had several other choice lots to sell in Rum Bay. 

‘He has no theory at all?’ 

‘Except that Houston must have left the island, no.’ 

‘Then mine is almost certainly right,’ said Mr Oliphant. 

Mr Oliphant’s theory was that Houston had bought a boat 
and gone off in it. He had done this once before without 
telling anybody, and had not returned for nine months. It 
seemed hard for him to settle. He had lived in Switzerland, 
Bermuda, Jamaica, Barbados, Trinidad, and now Tobago. Or 
was it now Tobago? It was because of this doubt that I was 
still advertising in the Trinidad Guardian, which circulated 
widely in the Caribbean. 

Under the terms of his contract, Mr Oliphant had the right 
to approve our choice of writer, and he came up presently 
with a suggestion. 

‘The great thing is that we must not have either vulgarity 
or sensationalism. If you asked this Dr Roy something that 
called for a lengthy statement, you might be able to judge 
from his method and style how he would work out.’ 

‘Yes. We might.’ It was after five by this time, and we had 
not yet got to The List - a catalogue of queries that I had 
been systematically working through with him. He seemed 
alert enough, however. I decided to try a couple. 

“I thought we might tackle this one about the monk - the 
chief medical monk. I’ve got here “Did Houston ever evince 
any theory why the man turned traitor?” 

“Traitor, Mr Oliphant said. ‘I suppose it depends which | 
way you look at it. He was a doctor, quite a good one by all 
accounts, and I think the Chinese represented progress to 
him. He wasn’t alone, you know, in that. The greater part 
of the intelligentsia wanted reforms of one sort or another, 
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and they thought, mistakenly, that the Chinese would bring 
them. . . . Perhaps it annoyed him to know that so much money 
was lying about in the form of useless emeralds when the 
country needed real hospitals and real equipment. 

‘Yes. How could he have known how much money? You'll 
remember the governor told Houston that nobody knew this — 
except the monastery council.’ ۱ ۱ Pier 

‘Ah. Well. I think the answer to that goes back to the time 
of the Seventeenth Body. You'll recall she was a lady of im- 
moderate passions, and that the abbot had an unfortunate 
time with her one year. He had to be catried away and was 
delirious for a week. The monk looked after him for that 
week. I expect he let something slip.... It doesn’t seem to 
you convincing?” he said anxiously. 

‘Oh, yes. Yes, it does,’ I said, scribbling. I suppose I must 


` up to that time have read through the notebooks a couple of 


> 


dozen times, but never, apparently, with the talmudic skill 
that Mr Oliphant had brought to bear. A supplementary had 
occurred to me while he was speaking. 

‘Yow ll remember Houston got half a. million pounds for 
his two bags, and was told they were worth double. That 
would seem to give the eight bags a total value of four million 
pounds.’ Rey ۱ 

‘So why did the Tibetans value them at three, you mean? 
I’m sure I don’t know. Perhaps Houston was given wrong in- 
formation. Perhaps the cost of living had gone up. I’ve never 
understood how they could have got them valued, anyway. 
Perhaps it was done simply by weight and they merely ad- 
justed the value from time to time. No. Sorry... .’ 


The agent had been fairly lavish with his wine and brandy 
at lunch and my head began to ache on the way back. Through 
Croydon there was the most enormous traffic jam, and hem- 
med in by Mac Fisheries vans and British Road Services lorries 
I had a sudden moment of panic. She-devils? Incarnations? 
Monastery treasure? What in God’s name had I let the firm 
in for? There was no Houston, no Sheila Wolferston. The 
nurse Michaelson had married knew nothing, the bank in 
Zurich would say nothing. Portugal seemed to be full of men 
called Da Costa, none of whom seemed anxious to reply 
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to our adverts. They were booked to run for weeks and 
weeks. ... It suddenly occurred to me with what ease, with 
what creative ease, Mr Oliphant had answered the question 
about the monk. 

With sudden awful conviction I knew that from beginning 
to end the story was a phoney; that we were never going to 
hear anything more of Houston. ۰ 


T had left a book at the office on which an opinion had been 
promised for the following day, so I had to go back to get it. 
Everyone had gone but I let myself in and went up. There was 
a letter on my desk with a note from Miss ‘Marks. The post- 
mark was Trinidad, and because the inquiries clerk had 
thought it another bill from the Guardian it had been sent in 
error to the accounts department. It wasn’t a bill. The single 
sheet inside bore no name and no address. It said simply: 


Dear Sir, 

If you're interested in the whereabouts of Mr Houston try asking 
Joshua Gundala, O.B.E., how his lunkies are doing lately. The 
Tobago Times won t tell you. 


3 


February and March are busy months in publishing offices 
and mercifully, in the press of work, there was little time to 
reflect on Houston and his problems. Beyond writing to Dr 
Shankar Lal Roy, and to Joshua Gundala, O.B.E. (quoting 
my correspondent and his baffling lunkies — about which 
neither the O.E.D., Dictionary of Stang, not Colonial Office 


. Press Section was very informative) I did nothing further 


about them. Paradoxically, things then began to happen. 

The first was a reply from Dr Shankar Lal Roy, saying 
that he had himself started a dossier on the Yamdring treasure, 
on the-basis of refugee reports obtained in 1951, and that he 
would be happy to help. 

The second was from Joshua Gundala, O.B.E. He wrote: 


L thank you for your letter of 27th February, the contents of which 
I note. It is great nonsense, and I think I know who has told you this. 
However, to cast light on the situation and get definite information for 
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you about Mr Houston I will go myself personally to Rum Bay and 
will keep you fully informed. ۱ 


The third, one of a batch of memos from T.L.; who was 
in New York, was less good. 1 had not been keeping him in 
touch with our quest for ¢rustworthy indpt confun of the facts, 
and my heart sank as I read it. 


TIBET BOOK. Harpers v. keen, will advance — dollars, sight 
unseen, also much foreign and paperback interest. No reason why we 
shd not agent this €” collect the commission to offset costs. Pl. get 
O’s agreement €? advise by rin. 


The fourth was not good at all. 

I said with mild panic, ‘Miss Marks, get on to Worplesdon 
and say Pd like to come down this afternoon,’ and watched 
while she did so. I was thus able to see her face change and 
to appreciate why. . ۱ 

I said, ‘ When was it?’ ۱ ۱ 

‘Half past eight this morning. He never woke up.’ 


Father Harris took the service, and afterwards over a cup 
of tea I explained the position to him. He took it very calmly. 
‘My boy, you worry too much. I’ve noticed it before. Why 
not leave everything in God’s hands?’ 
‘I wish I could, Father. The snag is. it’s in ours at the 
. moment. Pm in the unenviable position of being publisher, 
agent and trustee of a piece of literary property about which 
I entertain the gravest doubts.’ 

‘Have your doubts increased since you began to look into 
the evidence?’ 

‘They’ve certainly become mote insistent.’ 

: Because you’re worrying more about the unresolved ones = 
this is all it is. As I understand it, there is ample evidence 
that this man went to Tibet, and that he came back from 
Tibet. All you’re unable to check is what he did in between.’ 

“That’s all.’ 

‘Well. That doesn’t seem to me,’ said Father Harris with 
a sharp look, ‘a good enough reason to doubt him. Every 
point you’ve been able to check shows that his account is 2 
teliable one. If somebody had told you six months ago that 
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an obscure schoolteacher had gone into Tibet and come out 
again with injuries that necessitated the loss of an arm, and 
with his material circumstances apparently greatly changed, 
wouldn’t tha have aroused your Interest? It did arouse your 
interest.’ 

‘Unfortunately.’ i 

‘Never mind about that,’ said Father Harris. ‘The trouble 
with you is you’re getting blasé. You're dazzled by wonders. 
You want more and mote of them. First things first. You were 
interested enough to want to publish the book. Why prevent | 
this American publisher from doing the same?’ 

‘Because we know a bit more about it now.’ 

‘Tm sure you’re doing this to annoy me,’ Father Harris 
said. ‘Well, Pm not going to be drawn. There is no point of 
scruple or conscience here. Quite the reverse. . . - How many 


° dollars did you say?’ 


I told him how many dollars. l 

‘Heavens above!’ said Father Harris mildly. ‘What use 
couldn’t I put that to? Never mind. The scholars will benefit. 
As your co-trustee, I say take the money. It’s rather more 
than you put up, but then they’re getting rather more for it 
by this time, aren’t they?’ 

‘What about my doubts?’ 

‘Very obtuse ones,’ said Father Harris firmly, ‘which you 
ate holding in the face of rather more numerous proofs than 
I am accustomed to considering. God and the logic of events 
will I am sure shortly set them at rest.’ 


Whether due to God, the logic of events, or Father Harris 
himself, my doubts began from that moment to disperse. A 
certain slap-happy hilarity set in. As publisher I had bought, 
as co-trustee sold, and as agent now began to collect commis- 
sions on, Mr Oliphant’s notebooks; the two latter activities ۰ 
rapidly becoming extensive. Coincidently, and as though a 
portent of Father Harris’s promised heavenly approval, con- 
firmatory matter began to flow in. 

From Portland Place, London, came a letter from the 
Chinese Chargé d’ Affaires. He said briefly that he understood 
we had information relating to certain well-known valuables 
stolen from the Tibetan Autonomous Region during a period 
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of ‘separatist activities’. On the instructions of his ‘Authorities 1 
in Peking’ he had to point out that since our two governments 
were in friendly relations with each other, our correct course 
was to place this information at his disposal, and that any 
other course would be not only incorrect and unfriendly but 
would lay us open to the charge of compounding a felony. 

‘Hello. How did they get on to that?’ 

‘Very tum,’ Underwood said. 

‘I expect we'll find out in good time.’ 

We found out from Dr Shankar Lal Roy. 


I write (he wrote) to advise you that you may hear from the 
Chinese Diplomatic Service — there is no need for alarm on this score. 
I am having to pursue inquiries with some of our people in Tibet. 
Some are ‘doubles’ working with the Chinese Intelligence Service, 
and to get information it is frequently necessary to give some — of a - 
harmless and checkable kind. If you do hear it will be useful to confirm, 


`. without disclosing anything, that you have in fact some informa- 


tion relating to the Yamdring treasure... . I will write more fully 
later. 


Dr Roy was-as good as his word. An inundation of ten and 
twelve-page single-spaced letters began to arrive, which 
Underwood summarized as under: 


Duke of Ganzing: left Tibet on ticket-of-leave at invitation of 
India Maha Bodhi Society which organized official world celebrations 
for 2,s00th anniversary of the Buddba’s enlightenment in 1956. 
Dalai Lama, heads of several monasteries, and hundreds of other lay 
Figures also attended. No Yamdring dignitaries appeared, although 
invited. All religions figures returned, but 70 temporal ones did not. 
In 1957 these people offered amnesty by Chinese and also promised 
good jobs in government; almost all, including duke, then returned. 

Very shortly after, situation worsened in Tibet. General Chang 
Kuo-hua, commander of Chinese Liberation Army, signed order of 
the day calling for ‘constant vigilance against the subversive activities 
of imperialist elements and the rebellious activities of separatists’. 
His efforts approved by Peking Radio, which commented ر‎ ‘The 
People’s Liberation Army has the responsibility to suppress revolts 
and will certainly join hands with all patriotic Tibetan citizens in 
dealing firm and telling blows to rebellious elements. 
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That blows not telling enough shown by subsequent widescale 
revolt. Tibetans set up revolutionary movement called .Mi-Mang 
Tsong-Du — People’s Committee Against Chinese Communism. 
Chinese eventually lost patience, decided to drop puppet government 
and set up in its place Preparatory Committee for Proposed Tibetan 
Autonomous Region. Also moved in three million Chinese males and 
embarked upon policy of Pacification by Impregnation. 

Every sizeable village billeted and forcible mating begun with 
all spinsters and women whose husbands taken away. Programme 
called ‘Elan-isation’. Apparently well organized and conducted on 
methodical lines, each ‘district? or ‘region’ heavily garrisoned and 
patrols and pickets out on hilltops to keep area clear of ‘bandit 
attacks’? while operation completed. Army doctors followed up on 
schedule to make pregnancy tests, and when majority successful, troops 


` moved on to next area. Tibetans fond of babies, anybody’ s babies, and 


in most areas plan seems to have worked very well, 

By 28 March 1959 Peking announced rebellion over and ‘ Tibetan 
Autonomous Region in full exercise of its powers’. Few days before 
this, 17 March, Dalai Lama had fled to India. He reported to 
International Commission of Jurists that Chinese were sterilizing 
Tibetan males, had killed 65,000 of them and had destroyed 1,000 
monasteries. Huge numbers of monks put on to road building mork, 
in the proportion of Git. English round figures) 15,300 to each 
rgo-mile section. Several thousand miles of roads being built. 

Policy, he said, to degrade religion as unifying force for Tibetans 
and humiliate religious leaders. Buddha himself described as reac- 
tionary element? in ‘their vulgar propaganda’. Monastery treasure 


_ taken over by State or simply looted.... ~ 


Governor of Hodzo: Chinese report that he was tried و197‎ 
sentenced to ry years. No information on wives, but children photo- 
graphed in Chinese propaganda sheet ‘happily joining hands with 
young comrades to build a steel smelter in the grounds of their Peking 
Academy.’ 

Abbot of Yamdring : ‘died of over-eating’ (Chinese report, April 
1952 — evidently euphemism for poisoning); incarnation recognized 
January 1958 (Mi-Mang Tsong-Du report, March 1959). 

Abbess-of Yamdring : no information. Dr Ray investigating. 

Deputy Abbot and other dignitaries: no news, but monastery 
apparently still functioning (March 1959). 

Yamdring Treasure: MMTD report, March 1959, “Chinese 
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operations still continuing to find residue of treasure, presumed to 
2 
have been cached on route — to —. 


There was also a scholarly outline of the history and tradi- 
tions of Yamdring with a detailed description of the cere- 
monies; no item of which departed in any way from Houston’s 
own account. Since many of the details, particularly those 
concerning the Second Festival of the Monkey, had only re- 
cently, according to Dr Roy, come to light, this seemed to be 
a decided gain. 7 ERRA, 

None of it, of course, was conclusive — but it certainly 
helped. . ۱ “a 

‘Tt helps?’- said Father Harris. “I would describe you, 
Davidson, as a bit of a caution. Prepare your presses. Start 


` writing some of those splendid advertisements. What are you 


waiting for?’ 
‘For news of Sheila Wolferston, Da Costa and Houston.... 
Unless we can shed light on —’ 
‘News will come and light will be shed,’ said Father Harris 
confidently. ‘I have an instinct about it.’ 
That his instinct was justified was soon evident, but whether 
the news brought light or darkness was less easy to decide. 
The first item came from Calcutta. Br Roy wrote: 


Abbess of Yamdring: still, I am afraid, nothing certain to add. 
Mi-Mang Tsong-Du agents in the Chinese Foreign Section IV (a) - 
Movement Control, Transfer Section — report troop movements, 
evidently to quell disturbances, in Hodzo province last September 
(7959). Since Hodyo Dzong is itself garrisoned and apparently 
quiet (my letter 29 March) and the only other sizeable centre is 
Yamdring, we may conclude that trouble has broken out there. In this 
connexion it will be as well to cite an allegedly old prophecy that the 
Abbess would vacate her eighteenth body (i.e. die) in the sixth month- 
of Earth-Pig (September 1959). Whether a disturbance broke out 


because the inhabitants were trying to avert this fate, or whether 
because it had actually occurred. ۱ 


_ The next news came from Tobago. I had been having a bit 
of trouble with Joshua Gundala, 0.B.E., who despite his 
promise to keep me informed, had not even replied to my 
two further letters. I had therefore shown the correspondence 
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to Oliver Gooch, on whose advice I had written telling Mr 
Gundala that unless we heard from him by 30 April 1960, 
we would insert a displayed inquiry in the Trinidad Guardian 
putting forward all. the information at our disposal including 
the anonymous letter whose contents had already been com- 


. municated to him. 


Mr Gundala did not wait for 30 April. He wrote by return: 


I thank you for your letter of 10 April but am unable to understand 
all the agitation. It is not as if Mr Houston was a man of normal 


` habits. I hear he has gone away before for many months without 


warning. And with regard to lunkies, this is a piece of scandalous 
nonsense. No reliable witness has ever seen a shark of any kind near 
Rum Bay. If anywhere, they are at the other side of the island where 
unscrupulous rivals are jealous of my success. Rum Bay is a beautiful 
site, ideal for retired people — safer even than Montego Bay and far 
less spoilt. These stories of lunkies are put about by ignorant fishermen 
who do it only to get new nets from the government. Do you wonder 
that the Tobago Times will not publish such silly gossip? 

With regard to Mr Houston, the facts are as follows : 

His houseboy states that last September he became very restless, 
walking about. all night, etc. He went once to S carborough (and 
perhaps while there bought himself a ticket either to Venexuela, 
Trinidad or the other islands — it is very easily done). One day Mr 
Houston gave a month s wages to the house staff, cook, gardener, and 
the boy himself, and the next morning was absent from breakfast. 
The boy found his shoes on the beach as if he had gone for a bathe.” 
This was unusual because with only one arm he would never bathe 
by himself but always with the boy. The boy informed the police 
constable at Rum Bay D.C. 

I saw the p.c. s report, and in it the boy states he could not remember 
whether the shoes had been left on the beach from the previous day, 
which sometimes happened. The p.c. questioned the local taxi service, 
bus drivers, etc., but nobody remembered picking up Mr Houston 
either the previous night or in the morning. (In any case he could have 
walked to Wilmington, two miles away, where there is a choice of 
three buses to. Scarborough. The p.c. did not pursue his inquiries 
there, and by the time a reporter of the Tobago Times did so, nobody 
could remember. Nevertheless, I am confident this is what be must 
have done.) ۱ 
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Bearing in mind that Mr Houston never went bathing by himself, 
that no reports of drowning have come to light, that he paid off his 
house staff, and he has gone away in this way before, you will see it 
is very premature to jump to hasty conclusions.- 

As I have already promised to keep you informed and as I am 
quite sure that either I, as realtor, or our Tobago T imes news 
service will be the first to hear anything, I hope you will not find it 
necessary to insert this inquiry in the Trinidad Guardian which 
will serve only to raise groundless fears and cast grave aspersions 
which might reluctantly have to be answered in other ways. 


‘What do you think?’ , 
‘1 think the lunkies have been busy,’ Oliver Gooch said. 
‘I wonder if Oliphant could have known this?’ 

‘How could he?’ ۱ 
‘I don’t mean specifically the lunkies. But he might have 
worked out the Earth-Pig business and guessed something like 
this would happen. There was a funny sort of look about him 

when he told me the story first.’ ۱ 
‘Well, what do you want to do about it?’ 
‘You think Houston is definitely dead?’ 
“What do you think?’ ۹ 
‘I think we’ve had it.’ 
Yes. 


a 4 
“You think we’ve what?’ Father Harris said. 


>) 


‘To me,’ T.L. said, ‘the situation is completely crazy. You 
say Harris won’t agree to pay back the advances and that as 
co-trustee he still means to try and get the book published - 
elsewhere if necessary; How can he do that?’ 
‘He can’t, without my approval.’ 
‘So meanwhile the stuff lies here.’ 
‘Yes. We’re in a state of deadlock.’ 
“And your idea is what?’ 


¢ 
I haven’t got one. Unless we could produce Houston we 
212 


wouldn’t have a leg to stand on in case of trouble. And to 
try and do the book without him would need so much fiddling 
wed never get any reputable scholar to touch it. The fact is, 
weve simply. got to get more material. We must turn up ۰ 
— in New Zealand and — in Portugal. We must also in view 
of the strong presumption of Houston’s death try and get the 
bank in Zurich to play. Without all this we just don’t have a 
book.’ 

‘You don’t think there will be a book?’ 

‘No. I don’t.’ 

‘And meanwhile you have contracted with nine publishers 
including — I hesitate to mention it — ourselves, to produce one . 
within a year.’ 

“Yes. 

‘And should therefore tell them the situation and teturn the 
advances.’ 

‘Quite.’ 

‘Which your co-trustee won’t agree to do.’ 

‘That’s the situation.’ ۱ 

‘All right,’ T.L. said. ‘Pve got it now.’ 


‘Look,’ he said, in the afternoon. ‘Just sit down a minute. 
And don’t blow your top. I’ve been having a word with 
Harris. I think there’s something in his idea.’ 

‘Do you?’ ۱ 

“Yes. You didn’t mention it to me.’ 

‘Because it’s simply preposterous. Cant you imagine the ` 
wild, rubbishy job a journalist would make of it?’ 

‘There are journalists and journalists,’ T.L. said mildly. 
‘And anyway, it will need fictionalizing a bit.’ ge 

‘It’s out of the question. Look, I’ve spent more time on 
this than anyone else, and I tell you the situation would be 
simply impossible.’ 

‘It looks a good-deal more possible to me than it has looked 
for some time. For one thing, the copyright headache seems 
to have vanished. You and Harris are now the: sole arbiters 
of what is to be done with this. You’ve got to find some 
common ground. A great deal of money has already been 
spent, and I’m not disposed to drop it so easily. Besides, I 
quite like the story.’ ۱ 
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' ‘I gave certain promises to that old man Oliphant. I told 
him the job wouldn’t be vulgarized or sensationalized in any 
way. I mean to keep those promises. l 
‘Fine. You'll be in an excellent position.” . 
‘What do you mean?’ ۱ 
‘Youve been telling me how much time you've spent with 
it. I don’t suppose anyone knows the material better than 
you. Harris agrees with me. He now suggests that since you're 
publisher, agent and co-trustee, you might just as well be 
author into the bargain. For my part,’ T.L. said, lighting up 
his pipe, ‘you can set it up in type, too, if you want. So. Now 
_ youre the complete one-man band.’ 


6 


That was in April 1960. It took some time to make up my 
mind, a bit longer for the other publishers to make up theirs, 
longer still to sort out, mentally and on paper, the enormous 
mass of notes and letters that had accumulated. I began writing 
in August, at week-ends and in the evenings, and it was July 
1961, before the first complicated draft was finished. ۱ 
Because there was still no definite news of ‘Sheila Wolfer- 
ston’, “Da Costa’ or Houston himself (and still is not — the 
reader must formulate his own theories) and because these 
phantoms had been constantly in my mind as I wrote, denying 
this and underlining that, bringing injunctions and starting 
actions, in a way that made it impossible for me to assess the 
readability of the MSS, 1 sent it first to a couple of readers 
before showing it to T.L. 
. Orie of their comments I quote on the very first page of 
this book; for T.L.’s (which he gave me first on the telephone 


and then put in a memo) the reader will have to turn to page 6. 
He ended his memo: 


ia, 


. ۰ ۰ ۰ But if you feel so strongly do a little foreword exple the book 
and its backgd. Also it seems to need a bit of rounding-off. ... 


A letter had come in from Dr Shankar Lal Roy in that 
morning’s post, and I turned from the memo and read it again. 


x 
I enclose (he wrote) the most recent issue of the Shih Shih Shou 
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Tse (Peking Current Affairs Handbook) which, as you will ۵ 
from the translation of the item on p. 22. seems to answer one more 
ontstanding point. 


The translation, headed Bank Loans, read: 


AGRARIAN BANK: 700,000 New Yuan, interest-free, .to the 


Commune of Yamdring (Tibetan Autonomous Region) for seeds, 


fertilizers and implements. This commune, established at the eager 
request of the citizens after they had dealt a firm rebuff to local 
separatists has been very rapidly converted into a lively community | 


` by the arrival of Volunteers from the Motherland. One thousand 


spinsters, formerely unable to find husbands due to reactionary customs 
and the gangster activities of separatists, are now joyfully married 
and raising a new generation.to assist in the success of the Corm- 
Mie. a 


I had been smọking too much recently, and my mouth was 
sour. The thought of the lively Volunteers and the generating 
priestesses seemed to make it sourer still. 

Miss Marks saw me shaking my head over the letter. 

‘Not very nice, is it?” 

‘Not very,’ I said. ۱ 

‘But maybe it’s all for the best.’ 

-< Maybe it is.’ 
‘It’s hard to know how it could have continued in the old 


way. And anyway there wasn’t anything very marvellous 
about that, was there?’ 


‘They liked it.’ 

‘Yes. ... It’s an odd story, isn’t it, all of it?’ 

‘Very,’ I said, as I had said once before, to Mr Oliphant. 

‘And this’ — she nodded to the letter — ‘seems to complete 
it somehow. I wonder if it’s the rounding-off that T.L. asks for 
in his memo.’ 

‘I wonder,’ I said. ۱ 

Miss Marks had provided, indirectly, the beginning. Ther 
was a sense of fitness that she should provide the end. 
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CALL FOR THE DEAD 
John le Carré 


John le Carré’s latest novel, The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, 
was described by Graham Greene as ‘the best spy story I have 
ever read’, whilst J. B. Priestley called it ‘superbly constructed, 
with an’ atmosphere of chilly hell’: This was no tale of sudden 
success. The pace, probability, and sardonic humour of his 


first thriller, Call for the Dead, had already placed this author 


among the market leaders. 

It was after a routine check by Security that Fennan of the 
Foreign Office shot himself. Questions had to be answered, and 
as George Smiley (‘breathtakingly ordinary’) prods new facts 
about Fennan’s death out into the daylight there follows a story 
which takes an exciting and dangerous course round London 
and the Home Counties. For Smiley cloaks one of the sharpest 
daggers in the trade. 


‘Brilliant new spy story, highly intelligent, realistic. Constant 


suspense. Excellent writing’ — Maurice Richardson in the 
Observer 


‘Intelligent, thrilling, surprising, makes most cloak-and-dagger 


stuff taste of cardboard’ —.Nicholas Blake in the Sunday Telegraph ` 
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Another Penguin by Lionel Davidson 


THE NIGHT OF WENCESLAS 


On the strength of this first novel Lionel Davidson’s work has 
been compared with that of John Buchan, Graham Greene, 
Eric Ambler, and even Kingsley Amis. Certainly this thrilling 
story, so reminiscent of The Third Man, is told.in the idiom of 
today with all the imagination and uninhibited will of the true 
story-teller. 

Young man-about-town Nicolas Whistler, whose father had 
once had an interest in a Bohemian glassworks, really had no 
choice when he was suddenly ‘invited’ to make a business trip 
to Prague. Happily there was said to be no danger in the journey: 
Nicolas was no hero, But as he becomes more and more deeply 
engulfed in the seamy underworld of power politics, the reader is 
bound to go the whole way with this reluctant spy — as if to 
discover his own fate. 


‘Fast-moving, exciting, often extraordinarily funny. The freshest 
first for months’ — Sunday Times 


“Don’t miss it. Brilliant’ — Observer 


Night of Wenceslas was chosen by the British Crime Writers’ 
Association as the Best Crime Novel of 1960 and awarded the | } 


alae Quill by the Authors’ Club as the Most Promising First 
ovel. 
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| selection of comments on Lionel Davidson’s novel of straight 
| venture is printed below: 
ujhadn’t realized how much 1 had missed the genuine Adventure 
f pry —not thriller, not detective, without social significance — 
tril I read The Rose of Tibet’ - Graham Greene 


“Sas all the excitement and wonder of Rider Haggard plus a 
‘cat deal more. Combines the breathless, keep-you-reading 
lihniques of Haggard with his own modern brand of realism, 
‘“Arror, and irony . . . this is the kind of book you have been 


iting for’ Robert Pitman in the Sunday Express 

en experienced readers will find themselves . . . eager for the 
ok to go on longer’ - The Times Literary Supplement 

Ils forth a deeper, more ancient response than the fashionable 


1 ام‎ A first-class piece of story-telling, well plotted, convincing, 
“spenseful. Can this book fail to be a best seller? — Sunday 


= y 
۹ 
رد‎ ras 
۱ ITI 


e 
Lt ee 
ee 
جم د د‎ 
> i 


۳ 
I 
۹ 


کک 
ay‏ 


ef “Vegraph 
ete wears the mantle of Buchan, Rider Haggard, Oppenheim. 
t of grand manners, exquisitely 


4) Aventure fiction in the grandes 
Gitte consistently entertaining. The author is that rare, 
‘spised, badly needed type of artist whom critics have shoved 


stairs with a contemptuous kick and a superior sniff - the 


H 
"berbly accomplished teller of tales’ - John O’ London’ s 


‘2, excellent, imaginative and entirely satisfactory adventure 


“sry” — Observer 
= 


Ae 


en etry eames at Sa سس« تم و‎ e Senso $ 





"a Penguin Book 





“tts Lionel 0 today’s Rider Magyar i” asks Gaj:hne |. 


du Maurier: ‘His novel has all the ayer en CF She and 
King Solomon's Mines.’ AE R z | 


The Rose of Tibet is a story of adventu: fo tee Aaf offth 
world, before and during the Chines) east fares 
Houston, a London artist, goes ou) fs ie OF 8.01 his Tai 
brother, reported dead in Tibet. ۱۳ خی‎ a aiana boy tells) 
him of Europeans recently encounte: ae iG the. mountains 
and the two set off for the forbidden monastery of 
Yamdring. Their extraordinary reception there, after weeks 
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How the critics welcomed this new adventure by the tH [ 


author of The Night of Wenceslas may be judged from the 


reviews printed inside this cover. 
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